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Dedication

To everyone who dares to love, and to my family.





‘It is love … that is the true explanation of this world, whatever may be the explanation of the next.’

– Oscar Wilde[1]
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Prologue


‘Whoever gives nothing, has nothing. The greatest misfortune is not to be unloved, but not to love.’

– Albert Camus[1]




‘The fundamental weakness of Western civilisation is empathy.’

– Elon Musk[2]



I write this with the hum of drones above me. In the past fortnight, Israel has killed more than one thousand people in Lebanon, where I currently live. The speed and force of this bombardment means it has been labelled one of the most intense aerial campaigns in contemporary warfare.[3] Everyone I meet is anxious: their words come in a rush before they stop talking mid-sentence; their bodies move a little too quickly and their minds too slowly. Like me, they have given up making plans, because no one knows what might happen in the next day or even the next hour. Many people have left the country, especially the relatively wealthy and those with other citizenships.

Regardless of anyone’s views on the politics of what is taking place, it is frightening to live in a war zone. We, who remain, discuss the latest news in oblique terms and staccato voices. We make dark jokes that friends laugh too readily at, while leaving the impression that they might rather cry. Underpinning everything are varying levels of pain and privilege – some, including me, could still get away if they chose to and others will always be stuck here.

There is already a staggering division in terms of who and what has been lost; which communities are being targeted and which people most affected. Despite those inequalities, when we talk about our problems, one big anxiety is the same: how to respond to the incessant messages from loved ones, both inside the country and abroad, who are concerned about our wellbeing. We have suddenly become receptors for their worries, their conflicting advice and pointed reminders that what happens to us affects them too. No man, nor woman, is an island.

Shortly after I graduated from university in 2013, I began reporting internationally on human rights abuses. Much of my work since then has focused on tragedy – wars, upheaval, migration, separation – with an undercurrent of corruption and exploitation. I have witnessed the impact of airstrikes on buildings; seen bodies scarred from torture; heard testimonies about the countless cruelties which people inflict on each other. One aspect has never altered: the way the powerful seem able to disregard the humanity of those they deem to be beneath them. The levels of greed and self-interest can feel fathomless.

When I started out in journalism, I wanted to understand every aspect of the human condition. I did not know that, even while standing at a remove and striving to be an objective observer, you will be damaged by the violence and impunity that you witness. It is hard to explain the cumulative effect. It makes you angry but it also dulls you, the result being a blunting ennui that hardens into cynicism and a sense of futility.

Yet there has been another theme which I have observed regularly in situations I reported on, though I did not always stop to appreciate it: love. In the eye of war in Lebanon, in 2024, I saw it again in those distressed messages from abroad, and in my Lebanese friends’ efforts to care and make provisions for their relatives still inside the country.

I was first drawn to writing more extensively about love because I had become profoundly sad, both as a result of the state of the planet, where inequality and ruthlessness seem ever on an upwards trajectory, and also because of the limitations and failures I perceived in my profession. My mind was struggling to process all that I had witnessed and how little impact came from exposing it. I felt desperate to be reminded that humanity has positive aspects to it, that we can be good to each other.

‘I want to write a book of real-life love stories! They’re going to be really happy and from all over the world,’ I messaged a colleague through Facebook in early 2018. He had worked as my translator. Together we travelled through rural Gambia interviewing victims of the eccentric and brutal former president. Yahya Jammeh carried out literal witch hunts, commanding his soldiers to force elderly people to drink hallucinogenic liquids that in some cases killed them. We were investigating his dictatorship’s legacy quite soon after its fall, when it still felt risky. Some Gambians assumed we were spies, and we spent one fretful night in a confined room listening as the family outside discussed what to do with us.

Our interviewees included a widower whose wife died after being targeted. Years later, the man remained too scared to say what had happened outright, relying on neighbours to explain it instead. His, and the other accounts we heard on that trip, sucked the air from my lungs. I found them difficult to write up afterwards, not knowing how to convey the raw sentiment visible in his face when his words were unforthcoming. It is not lost on me that there is an irony inherent in how reporters are expected to quickly grasp and convey the emotions of others, even as most of us methodically and deliberately shut off our own.

I have often worried that news reporting is dehumanising, reducing people, and the dense complexity of their lives, to basic facts and figures or overly simplistic and reductive headlines. That is inherent to the job: journalists are under time pressure to publish quickly, and space pressure to keep reports digestible, fitting them into radio bulletins, newspaper pages or television segments with limited space. Media summations of global issues are selective, highlighting only a few key threads, but life is more complicated than that.

Journalists undoubtedly have a role to play in restoring humanity to the public understanding of events – such as when we hear politicians making statements which ignore or obfuscate the direct lived experiences of vulnerable people. Yet we quote data and press releases more than personal testimonies; we move on to the next crisis before the last one has found any resolution.

Reportage can be cold and exacting. Journalism is the first draft of history, but it only offers fragments of a wider truth. What can go missing in that initial retelling is a much fuller tapestry of human behaviour, interactions, and the connections that drive them. Statistics do not tell us about someone’s hopes and dreams, their skills and weaknesses, or who and what they live for. People are much more than the worst thing that has ever happened to them.

As a counterpoint to all of this, I wanted to look at crisis situations with reference to the role love has played in them. Frequently, while listening to an account of something horrific, there will be a moment when I think to myself: ‘this is also a love story.’ I encounter love daily – more than fury, revenge, greed or abuses of power. This book is an attempt to honour that: charting romantic love, but also love for family and community, and the search for love and connection amid disaster. I looked back over reporting I have done in a number of historically fractured places, like Rwanda, Iraq and Syria, combining those accounts with new ones from countries including Ukraine, Japan and Ghana. Throughout, I have been moved by love’s persistence in the direst of circumstances, and the ways I have seen it influence and guide people who are going through some of the most intense situations imaginable.

Those encounters pushed me to consider what crises reveal about love and the quest for it, whether the love is explicitly named or not. Love can be goodness, I determined. It can mean kindness, care or consideration, and can encourage bravery or hard work. It can propel demands of accountability for gross wrongdoing, and can be directed towards a group or community, rather than an individual. While it is clear that love does not conquer all, and that its presence does not override other sins, I discovered that love plays a crucial role in forgiveness and what follows after tragedy. I was reminded that people living through crises tend to be erudite about love’s challenges because their love is being tested every day.

The result is probably not the happy book I had imagined. While that says something about my choices, it says more about the age we live in. Today, it feels like the world is burning. We are witnessing, in real time, the weight of agony inflicted on fellow humans; the collapse of global orders that at least paid lip service to lofty ideals of humanitarian law and basic freedoms; disregard for the health of the planet we all share. The dead rack up and the trauma mounts. Injustices have cut deeply.

Access to the internet, and specifically social media, means we should feel closer to people living far away from us than before. Instead, we see increasing levels of dehumanisation. Global systems become ever more unequal, shutting out the poor, oppressed and marginalised. We view livestreams as children are bombed, their faces coated the grey colour of concrete and their limbs torn off; their cries disregarded by politicians as the unavoidable collateral of combat. People in need risk everything to travel global migration routes towards safer or more prosperous countries, and when they drown in the sea, or die of thirst in the desert, western officials blame them for their own demise. We are watching a wholesale gutting of basic universal rights and dignities, foreign aid and international cooperation.

One inevitable reaction to this barrage of pain is to feel hopeless and lost, to close in on ourselves and tune out of frequencies that carry and amplify suffering. A 2024 study by the Oxford-based Reuters Institute found that almost four in ten people globally now selectively avoid the news, for example.[4] Reporters themselves are not immune from this phenomenon. But shutting ourselves off – for those who have that privilege – is not the right answer.

I have asked myself the same questions repeatedly. How can anyone live a comfortable life in this cruel world? How can there be such a disconnect between human experiences?

Most of the crises described in this book were manmade, including war, economic collapse and state-sanctioned repression. They took place amid a period of increased loneliness and atomisation in western society, and at a political moment when even the idea of having empathy for our fellow humans is under attack.

Might the world be a different place if we more regularly told news stories through the prism of love?

I believe you can read these accounts as love stories and this book as a meditation on love itself. When faced with abuse and barbarity, love feels like a form of resistance. Its existence can offer hope and inspiration, something to fight for and a goodness to hold on to.

Perhaps highlighting love amid crisis is also a plea for empathy. This is not a book about the powerful, but the grassroots: regular people getting by as their lives are shaped and jolted by forces outside of their control. I hope it will give readers some cause for reflection on the links that bind us all together, near and far.

A note on interviews:

Some names have been changed at the request of interviewees, or to protect their privacy and security.




Chapter 1

Ukraine: A wartime Christmas


‘I’ll wait.

I’ll wait both day and night.

I’ll wait forever, for your return.’

– Words written beside a mural of an embracing soldier and young woman, on a wall in Lviv, western Ukraine




‘There is no romance in war … nothing like that. Only patience, understanding and support can save relationships.’

– A thirty-five-year-old IT worker and mother of two, whose husband is fighting on Ukraine’s frontlines



Irina was attracted to Sergei, the man who would become her husband, as soon as she saw him: he was ‘very handsome’, with a ‘tremendous moustache like Salvador Dalí’.

On their first date, she cooked him ham garnished with herbs and mustard. As Sergei ate it, Irina recalled, he began to moan ‘in an indecent manner’. This was the first home-cooked meal Sergei had eaten in six months, though he did not disclose that at the time. ‘I was so surprised,’ Irina told me later. ‘Until then, I was doing everything myself. I was very tough and I was lonely. When I was looking at him something melted in my heart, something female was coming back to me. I couldn’t understand it, it was just so surprising that someone loved a usual ham in an unusual way.’ She grinned. ‘I took the occasion to lasso him.’

Irina and Sergei first met in September 2018, when he turned up at her workplace with a friend. They had much in common. Both had been married three times. Both had two children: a girl and boy. They liked ‘silly films’, spending time at the same beach, and, maybe most importantly, they were part of a community of former volunteers and veterans from the war in eastern Ukraine. Sergei and Irina had both been heavily involved there – Sergei as a fighter, while Irina was active in efforts to help the troops.

Within a month of meeting, they took a trip to Germany, marking Sergei’s first time outside of Ukraine. It was a big milestone for him and Irina saw it as an early example of her positive influence, expanding his horizons. By November, they had registered a publishing company together. They named it ‘Bilka’, which means ‘squirrel’ and is a play on Irina’s surname, Belotserkovskaya. It was part of a vision they had to publish books about the conflict in the east – particularly literature written by veterans.

I met Irina for the first time in Veterano Pizza, in central Kyiv. It was December 2023. Irina, curly haired and in her fifties, wore a white turtleneck and bright blue trousers, and greeted me with a radiant smile. At her suggestion, we ordered a ‘Ukrainian pizza’ (‘Totally Ukrainian: lots of onion, lots of meat … a lot of cheese and a lot of cream’). She drank ginger tea.

Veterano Pizza was set up by veterans of the fighting in Ukraine’s east. That conflict had begun in 2014, with Ukrainian forces battling Russia-backed separatists. It fluctuated in intensity, though never stopped completely. By early 2022, when Russia launched its full-scale invasion of Ukraine, more than fourteen thousand people had already died and more than one million were displaced.[1]

The restaurant’s decor and drinks menu referenced those events. Table glass lay on top of bullet casings. Customers drank F-16 cocktails (bourbon, Amaro tincture, lemon and sugar syrup), Brothers in Arms (Irish whiskey, ginger ale and rosemary), or Sisterhood (Aperol, elderberry, lime and brut). There was the Crimea (gin, blueberry liqueur, elderberry, lavender and lemon) and the Donetsk Sour (bourbon, sugar syrup, lemon and smoky Scottish whisky). On the walls were framed medals, badges and photographs of soldiers posing on the battlefield, sometimes astride armoured personnel vehicles or tanks.

In years gone by, Irina had smuggled supplies to troops in eastern Ukraine – everything from towels, medication and bottled water to sniper rifles. Daughter, a book published by their publishing house Bilka, provides a fictionalised version of this experience: it was written by Tamara Duda, another former volunteer. It is surprisingly funny as well as desperately sad, and was celebrated as the BBC Ukrainian Book of the Year in 2019. ‘This book is about love,’ reads the introduction. It is also ‘about magic, not the cheap kind you see on TV screens, but the real kind’.

Sergei fought in eastern Ukraine from 2015 to 2016. In the aftermath, decommissioned soldiers were supported in acquiring a new skill. He was naturally talented at drawing, and learnt how to apply permanent makeup: eyeliner, brows and lipliner. ‘He was a marine, you can imagine, women loved him, he was doing very well in his business,’ Irina said with pride. When the COVID-19 pandemic brought the world to a halt, they locked down together and focused on their publishing company. ‘At least people were buying books. We didn’t get so much money but we paid for the apartment and we even got a new cat.’

At the same time, the pair were becoming increasingly anxious. The 2019 election of Volodymyr Zelensky was a bad omen, in their minds, and it accelerated their decision to marry. Zelensky had begun his career as a comedian. On the Ukrainian TV show Servant of the People, he played a fictional Kyiv history teacher who unexpectedly becomes Ukraine’s president when his surreptitiously filmed rant about corruption goes viral online. Zelensky was also the voice of the Ukrainian Paddington Bear and won Ukraine’s version of Dancing with the Stars. Then  stunningly – aged forty-one – he was elected as the actual president of Ukraine, with more than 73 per cent of the vote, while leading a party named after his television show.

In his early years in power, Irina and Sergei believe that Zelensky appeased Russia, through a misguided conviction that he could pacify strongman president Vladimir Putin and stop him from seizing more Ukrainian territory by force. Any lack of a firm stance against Putin put veterans from the east at elevated risk, the couple determined. So they decided that they should either leave the country or ready themselves for adversity, ‘and one of the ways you prepare is to take care of your partner’, Irina told me. ‘We understood with Russia you can never achieve peace, and so we understood we had to prepare for war.’

In June 2021, they got married without fanfare or photographs. ‘We just needed this document,’ Irina said, pulling her marriage certificate out of her fluffy handbag. ‘This document is always with me, I always carry it in my bag because I never know at which moment I will have to go to rescue him.’

The full-scale invasion began in the early hours of 24 February 2022. In Putin’s words, it was a ‘special military operation’ with the goal of ‘demilitaris[ing] and denazify[ing] Ukraine’. As civilians panicked, Ukrainian authorities made a strategic determination to preserve their stock of potential soldiers. From that day on, martial law was in force. The country’s borders closed to the passage of Ukrainian males between the ages of eighteen and sixty, in anticipation that any of them could be called upon to fight. Only a limited number of men – those too old or with medical exemptions; fathers with three or more children; people who paid hefty bribes to corrupt officials or used illegal crossings – were among the two million Ukrainian refugees who streamed out of Ukraine over the next fortnight. In such a short period, the conflict was already forcing agonising, impossible choices and altering the course of everyone’s lives. When days turned into months, then years, the consequences of those choices grew into widened chasms or strengthened bonds between Ukrainian couples, families, neighbours and communities.

As I spent time thinking about different types of love amid crisis, my attention turned towards the war on my birth continent. I had never been to Ukraine before and knew little about what life was like for the partners of people on the frontlines. I learnt that many of them were keen to speak, to chronicle how their lives had been upended and to explain how they were adapting to a new, never-wished-for reality. Some suggested their experiences and insights might be helpful for couples facing upheaval elsewhere. They were keen to find commonalities, to share wisdom and, through that process, to feel less alone.

By the time I arrived in Ukraine, in the run-up to Christmas 2023, the conflict was almost a stalemate, a war of attrition. It involved trench combat that felt remarkably akin to the world wars of the twentieth century, albeit with greater surveillance capabilities and the use of drones. The scale of the battlefield was almost incomprehensible: Ukraine’s frontlines extended about 1,000 kilometres. Russia’s fortified frontlines wrapped around Ukraine’s north, east and south, at a length of roughly double that.[2] This distance would take around a month to cover by a person walking twelve hours a day – though anyone who attempted it would certainly be killed before they reached the finish line.

The longer the war went on, the more it appeared to benefit Russia, which had greater reserves of manpower and resources. There was a feeling that Russia was waiting it out; a sense, as more than one Ukrainian told me, that the countries supporting them would get tired and move on. Even at the peak of a much-hyped offensive on the southern front earlier that year, Ukrainian forces had only advanced around ninety yards each day.[3] As they withdrew, Russian forces planted explosives, leading some analysts to label Ukraine the most heavily mined country in the world.

Getting to Ukraine was no simple task. Due to airspace restrictions and the risk of being shot down from the sky, commercial airlines no longer served Ukraine, so I first travelled to Warsaw, in neighbouring Poland. There was a lot going on the day I arrived. After eight years of right-wing, populist leadership, Poland had a new government that would be led by Donald Tusk. On small screens in a central bus station, I watched his first speech to lawmakers. ‘Only a united West can help Ukraine win in the fight for democratic values,’ said Tusk, a former president of the European Council. ‘The attack on Ukraine is an attack on all of us … I will demand help for Ukraine from day one.’

European ministers were arriving for a summit in Brussels, where right-wing populist Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán had threatened to halt a €50 billion support package meant for Ukraine and to block the beginning of formal talks related to Ukraine joining the EU. In Washington, DC, Zelensky was scheduled to meet US president Joe Biden, in an effort to shore up support. Overall, I read, there had been an 87 per cent fall in new aid commitments from the international community towards Ukraine compared to the previous year.[4] If more military aid was not approved, analysts suggested, Ukraine would lose the war. Russia already occupied nearly 20 per cent of Ukrainian territory. Ben Hodges, the former head of US forces in Europe, told CNN’s chief international anchor Christiane Amanpour that the conflict was at a ‘tipping point’ and the Kremlin had a ‘long war strategy’.

That week, as Kyiv faced the most intense missile bombardment in months, a video of Putin drinking champagne at a Moscow award ceremony spread online.[5] In it, he said Ukraine had no future. ‘When the free world hesitates, that’s when dictatorships celebrate,’ Zelensky proclaimed in his own speech in the US.[6]

Hours before I boarded a bus to Lviv, a city in western Ukraine, the country’s top phone network Kyivstar was hacked and its infrastructure partially destroyed, with around twenty-four million users affected. Ukraine’s intelligence agency said it could have been a Russian operation. ‘This is a war, it takes place not only on the battlefield, it also takes place in virtual space,’ said Kyivstar boss Oleksandr Komarov. It was a reminder that the perimeters of modern fighting were ever shifting. I wondered whether my phone would continue working and warned my family that I might be out of contact for a while.

Everyone on the bus was female. In the early hours of Wednesday, 13 December I disembarked with these women of all ages, groggy from sleep, arms pulling coats closer to their sides as protection against the frigid air. We showed our passports to a gruff Polish border guard, then lumbered back onto the vehicle to drive a while further. At the next stop a young, blonde, khaki-clad Ukrainian border guard stepped on board and peered at me curiously. ‘You know Ukraine is at war? You not afraid?’ she asked.

‘The bomb shelter is in the basement,’ declared the receptionist, hours later, when I finally checked into a hotel in Lviv. Only then did I use Wifi to download the recommended app, ‘Air Alert’, onto my phone. It would act as my own personal alarm if an air raid warning was issued for the city, and was surreally voiced by Mark Hamill, the actor who became famous in the late 1970s for playing Luke Skywalker in the Star Wars films. A siren sounded at the beginning of a raid, and when it ended – anything from thirty minutes to three or more hours later – Hamill’s voice announced: ‘Attention, the air alert is over. May the force be with you.’

That night, Kyiv – hundreds of kilometres away – was hit by a series of ballistic missiles. While the air defence systems intercepted them, debris landed on the city, injuring at least fifty-three people, including six children.[7] The following evening, I boarded the night train to Kyiv, falling asleep to the sound of the engine propelling us along the tracks and my unseen cabinmate’s snoring, and waking up to the sight of snowy trees rushing by.

I was to stay in a friend’s apartment. It was located behind Buena Vista, a cocktail bar known for its live music and dance parties. In March 2022, Buena Vista also became famous as the last and only bar open in Kyiv – a place where visiting journalists wore flak jackets as they gathered for a hot meal and most likely an alcoholic beverage. Half of the city’s population had fled, not certain whether the capital would soon fall into Russian hands. Yet Kyiv stood strong. By the time I arrived there, in December 2023, its population had returned to the pre-invasion figure of 3.6 million people.[8] Around 300,000 were Ukrainians displaced from other parts of the country, replacing those among Kyiv’s original inhabitants who had left the city or the country altogether.

Sergei volunteered to fight the very day that Russia launched its full-scale invasion. Like many former soldiers, he showed up for duty in his military uniform; other volunteers, less experienced, were wearing tracksuits and sneakers. City commanders handed each of them a submachine gun and four magazines, Irina told me. In the pizzeria, she took out her phone to show me photographs from that time. ‘This is the volunteer centre, the uniform Sergei had. This is the missile attack on Kyiv on the twenty-fifth of February 2022 … These are my first friends who died. This man and woman, a husband and wife, they died near Kyiv when both of them tried to stop a convoy of tanks.’

In those initial days, people assembled whatever they could find for the fighters. Volunteers, who had originally mobilised during the war in the east, gathered tourniquets, sleeping mats, food and crutches, and extracted bulletproof vests from storage. Civilians rushed to evacuate. Irina helped her friend’s daughter board a train in Kyiv’s main station. It was a desperate scene, she said. Tickets became redundant with crowds crushing together, standing for hours in a bid to make it to safety. Sergei suggested Irina leave Ukraine completely. ‘I will ask you only once, and maybe I know the answer,’ she remembered him saying. Irina brushed this proposition away. Her choice to stay was a pivotal moment for their relationship, she would say later: a mark of her unwavering dedication to her husband and their country.

Early on, Irina grew tired of being inside bomb shelters. She turned off the air raid alerts on her phone. Out of her handbag she now pulled a penknife, torch and tourniquet, a slim device of cloth and plastic used to staunch catastrophic bleeding. ‘Since the twenty-fourth of February, I always carry these three items with me,’ she said. ‘I know exactly how long someone can stay without food: one month. If the rescue comes within a month they’ll take me out of the wreckage for sure.’

Her role in her relationship morphed: she became an ‘anchor’ for her husband. ‘Normally people, they’re very simple beings. But with such a difficult situation, difficult conditions, comes a time when they really decide whether they need each other or not,’ she told me. ‘Maybe in Ukraine, now, people know much better than anywhere else what a couple is.’ Ukraine, she clarified, is ‘like anywhere, a man can leave a woman or a woman leave a man, they can divorce. But those that stay together, they keep this connection based on pure love. That’s all it is. For me it’s so easy to understand.’

Strictly, Sergei should get thirty days away from the army annually, Irina said – but soldiers and their leave is an inexact science. Often, he was suddenly allowed home with no notice. Scheduled holidays could be cancelled at the last minute. It was the same for everyone fighting – managers in Ukrainian businesses told me they made allowances for staff needing unexpected, immediate breaks to spend with partners given time off from duty. How could they say no?

In October 2023, Irina travelled for hours just to see Sergei for twenty minutes at a petrol station, where he stopped en route to a new base. That November, they spent seven days together: the break a reward for his completion of officer training. Irina was hoping to visit Sergei again the week we met. She planned to travel to a town sixty kilometres from the frontlines, where they would spend two days together. But he ended up in hospital instead – he had headaches, high blood pressure, and had already suffered five concussions from shelling, she said. Any further leave had to be postponed.

Sergei was well respected in the army, where he progressed from private to lieutenant. ‘He has a company of soldiers and he is responsible for many lives,’ Irina said. An unexpected consequence was that his desire to take breaks declined: he argued that being with Irina put him in the wrong mindset for leading a battalion. It made him too ‘relaxed’.

Transitioning between fighting and civilian life was difficult. Irina compared soldiers coming back from the frontlines to ‘a wild animal’ when it is put into a cage and retreats into one corner. ‘Their reaction,’ she said, ‘is to control their perimeters, to be alert all the time. They don’t want to go out of their apartment, they stay at home for two or three days. When they go out they are afraid to look at people, they feel discomforted to stay in masses of people. Only on the fourth day they can go to see their mother or anyone else.’

Even for soldiers on leave, the lament of war underlaid everything. During Sergei’s last break, the couple felt compelled to pay their respects to fallen fighters in a Kyiv cemetery. Afterwards, they visited the children and wife of a commander Sergei knew who had died of a heart attack. These courtesies were simultaneously imperative and heartbreaking.

In 2023, Ukraine was facing its second Christmas since the war began. It was also, notably, the first one that Ukraine would celebrate on 25 December in more than a century. The government passed legislation officially moving Christmas Day from the traditional Orthodox date of 7 January, in what was seen as another break from Russia and Russian influence. The majority of churches endorsed the move.

Martial law meant employers were not required to give staff a holiday and overt celebrations did not feel appropriate. Everyone I spoke to seemed uncertain how cheerful they could or should be. Many people did not feel like celebrating anyway. But there were several huge, decorated Christmas trees around Kyiv city centre, and various iterations of Santa Claus. The frequent repetitions of ‘Carol of the Bells’ by buskers injected an affecting soundtrack into the fraught atmosphere. The carol is based on the song ‘Shchedryk’ by Ukrainian composer Mykola Dmytrovych Leontovych, which was first performed at Christmastime in Kyiv in 1916. In 1921, Leontovych was shot dead by a Soviet state security agent.

Bars, restaurants and coffee shops were open as normal, with mild adjustments from pre-war times. A Moscow Mule was now a Kyiv Mule. I could order a coffee, but also a ‘patriotic cappuccino’, made with what a waiter advised me was anchan, to turn it blue, and a yellow spice, which I believe was turmeric, marking out the Ukrainian coat of arms on top. A shop selling Christmas tree decorations included among them miniature plastic soldiers holding rifles or cats, their arm patches painted in Ukraine’s blue and yellow.

My kind translator was a middle-aged man who usually interpreted for UN conferences and people negotiating military contracts, so interviewing people was a welcome change in topic, he said. It was an appreciated distraction as well, given that he, too, would be separated from his wife for Christmas.

I was surprised that, despite constant news updates and the presence of ubiquitous khaki-clad soldiers, the war could feel far away in Kyiv. This rankled with some Ukrainians. Several times during that visit, I passed a Christmas tree outside a bakery. It was made of spent ammunition shells collected at the frontlines. Beside it was a QR code, which linked to a site taking donations for military drones. Text written on an information label to one side read ‘Live, work, celebrate. But remember reality. This Christmas tree is our window into reality. The war in Ukraine continues and it should become the business of the whole society.’

[image: Christmas tree made from missile parts and decorated with a star, stands outside a shop. A person in a hooded jacket walks by.]
A Christmas tree made of spent ammunition shells, pictured in Kyiv in December 2023.

In Suite13 bistro bar, one lunchtime, I met thirty-five-year-old brand designer Olha and her husband Andrii, who was one year older. A series of Christmas songs played in the background: The Pogues’ ‘Fairytale of New York’; Shakin’ Stevens’ ‘Merry Christmas Everyone’; The Eagles’ ‘Please Come Home For Christmas’.

Olha had short red hair and delicate features. Andrii, who was home for a medical checkup, was slim, still wearing his soldier’s uniform. He had joined the military just over a year before, marking the first time the couple had spent a day apart since meeting, they said. Both came from the port city of Kherson, but they moved to Kyiv to study and were introduced through a mutual friend. They had been married for eleven years, and together for thirteen.

‘Could you tell me a bit about your experience since the war started?’ I suggested.

‘When the Great War started,’ Andrii interjected. ‘Sometimes we call it a Great War. Because of the conflict [in the east] since 2014, though that was in a smaller area.’

A systems administrator by profession, Andrii joined the military with a friend’s encouragement – the troops needed radio, digital mobile connections and IT support. ‘Focus’, the brand of his favourite bicycle, became his ‘call sign’: the name other soldiers referred to him by. Deciding to sign up was ‘terrifying’, he said, crediting the other ‘guys’ in the military for helping him. Their vow to stand together reassured him, though, ‘as it turns out, there are a lot of things to be scared of. Constant artillery, fighting, constant aerial fighting, a lot of artillery from the Russian side. It was a total nightmare.’

Andrii asked why I was writing about love in the midst of all this, and nodded approval when I tried to explain how I felt news reporting can be reductive, that human relationships are stripped out. ‘You’re doing great work because the world needs to know what’s going on here from all sides, all spheres of our lives,’ he said. He knew soldiers who had been fighting for eighteen months without rest. In four days, Andrii too would return to the frontline and likely stay for months. ‘There are no easy places on the combat line now,’ he said, but where he was headed for – Klishchiivka, near Bakhmut – was possibly the ‘most difficult’.

Olha rested her hand on Andrii’s arm or leg while he spoke. At other times, their elbows touched on the table. Both had tattoos extending up their arms and big silver rings on their fingers. I am not sure whether I believe in this concept, but looking at them I saw souls entwined. They seemed to be soothing each other simply through their presence.

‘The first time, when I got back home, it was very difficult to adapt to civil life,’ Andrii explained. ‘When you realise that there are no dangers, this is a quiet place, but your brain, your mind cannot get back. It’s a difficult process. For example, the loud sounds of transport and the streets, even in your flat. You become aware in one moment, you’re trying to find where the danger is coming from.’

‘We have a tram line near our house and it’s quite loud,’ said Olha. ‘The first days after Andrii came home from the frontline …’

‘I was very nervous,’ recalled Andrii. ‘I woke up, I started to get nervous because the sound is similar to artillery. There was some difficulty with socialising, I felt uncomfortable in crowded places. The main problem was that I thought that if artillery was shot there would be a lot of dead people, a lot of wounded, injured, and a lot of death, and that scared me.’ During his medical checkups, he found the sight of young men missing limbs in the hospital unbearably upsetting. ‘They just got their lives broken. They can’t return to their life before the invasion, I don’t know how to explain it.’

When they were on the frontlines or close to them, I knew, Ukrainian soldiers commonly lived in bunkers together, or moved between fox holes and trench networks. On just one seven-week mission, ninety-nine soldiers went to defend one strategic patch of forest, close to Kupyansk – a frontline around five hundred metres wide. Sixty-six were seriously wounded by the end of the mission, and ten were killed.[9]

‘It’s the price we’re paying for staying free,’ said Olha. ‘A few of my female friends have joined the army and I think it might be the way for me. Maybe, why not?’

‘Honestly, I don’t want Olha to go there,’ said Andrii. ‘I think it’s enough, there’s one crazy person in our family, and it’s me.’

‘It depends on the situation in our country,’ interjected Olha.

I suggested that it might become even harder to see each other if she joined up.

‘I don’t think it could get worse,’ responded Olha. ‘I feel like I live my life but at the same time I, for example, have no left arm … I don’t know how to explain it another way but I must learn how to live without a part of my body.’

Andrii said he was continually impressed by her strength. ‘Anything can happen. This is life, this is war, unpredictable. So every moment, every hour, every day that we’re together has become priceless. And as I always say to Olha, she is the best thing in my life, the best thing that’s happened to me. I’m grateful to, I don’t know, this God, some higher thing that I met Olha and we became a couple.’

Olha worried about her husband, but ‘you cannot be frightened all of the time. You need to function.’ She is a talented artist, and sold drawings to raise money for the military: designs which incorporated both animals and weaponry. Cycling long distances used to help her support what she called her kukuha or ‘cuckoo’ – her mental health – but she was diagnosed with an autoimmune disease and could not manage that any more. Her latest tactic was working long hours to distract herself.

The war affected Olha’s other relationships. She stopped communicating with friends who moved abroad. ‘When we try to talk I don’t know what to say. We see the same things in very different ways.’ Experiences she grew accustomed to were ‘awful’ to them. She spent her time trying to forget, while they seemed intent on remembering. ‘Sometimes it makes me angry. I just want to talk about their children, about my cats, and they want to talk about war, about death, about the situation, about occupation. I don’t want to talk about it … I’m here now. I don’t want to talk about it because I’m in the middle of it.’

[image: A couple seated together, arms wrapped around each other. They appear to be in a cafe. The man has a slight smile, but the woman looks serious.]
Olha and Andrii in a restaurant in Kyiv, in December 2023.

In any conflict zone, there are always frontlines and safer spaces. In Kyiv, some lives continued with a semblance of normality. And maybe that was necessary. The income tax money raised from Ukrainian employees doing ordinary jobs funded the war effort. Businesses kept the economy, and therefore the military, ticking over.

The language people used could feel distancing too. Ukrainians, I realised quickly, often avoided saying ‘Russia’ at all. Some said this was done for self-protection, or, more commonly, that it was a gesture to deny legitimacy and respect. ‘Our northern neighbour’, ‘the enemy’, ‘our crazy neighbour’ and ‘the bad people’ were terms I heard in Kyiv, along with the Lord of the Rings-derived ‘Orcs’ for Russians, and ‘Mordor’ for Russia itself. ‘We need to protect ourselves psychologically from thinking about them,’ one man explained.

For civilians, war is heard more often than seen. The air raid sirens regularly dashed attempts at mental self-preservation. They sounded that Christmas Day I was there, as they had on other days. The following happened when they went off:

First, the air alarm app sounded on my phone. If alone in my apartment in Kyiv, I felt drawn towards the window – against all advice to avoid glass – as if seeking confirmation that it was to be believed. Over a landscape veiled and softened by snow, I would listen to the wailing start up across the city.

Next, I checked specific channels on messaging app Telegram, where well-informed experts shared what they knew. What was the risk, exactly? A MiG-31K could potentially be carrying hypersonic Kinzhal missiles. Did it sound like a unmanned aerial vehicle – a drone? What I thought was a car revving one night turned out to be a Shahed, the specific type of drone nicknamed ‘moped’.

Were there particulars about where exactly it was heading? That might influence any decision about whether to ignore the warning completely or to follow the ‘two wall rule’, putting two walls between myself and the outside. Many people hid in bathrooms; I retreated to an inner hall, though this could mean sitting or lying on a cold floor for hours. It made more sense than going to a bomb shelter. Not all shelters were open, and walking on the streets could prove more dangerous than staying put. Several people told me the story of the two women and a nine-year-old girl who were killed trying to enter a locked bomb shelter earlier that year.[10]

By then, Kyiv had a good (if noisy) air defence system. So an explosion might be a positive sign that armaments were being shot out of the sky, prevented from damaging key infrastructure. Without adequate air defence, the previous winter had been bleak. There were electricity blackouts and stretches without running water (one friend even advised me to fill the bathtub so I had stocks in case it happened again). Despite the improvement, falling shrapnel, from when an attack was halted, still posed a significant risk.

Lessons on survival were being adopted across the country. People learnt that, if there was bombing, opening their mouth could reduce damage to their organs. Keeping windows ajar, or covering them with criss-crossed tape, could prevent a rush of pressure from shattering the glass or hold back shards which might otherwise slice through a body.

In Kyiv, the air raid sirens went off so frequently that it was difficult to adhere to them all. They often sounded at night, right as I was about to sleep. I tried to imagine how Ukrainians had put up with nearly two years of this: work and rest interrupted; businesses opening and closing; buildings being evacuated. I wondered how children matured in this febrile environment and what would be the long-term impacts on them.

After the terror of each night, the sun rose. Through my window, I would watch the winter sky get lighter beyond the swirling clouds. Anxiety was replaced by the hope of a new day, even as I checked a summation online:

On the night of December 21, #Ukraine’s air defense shot down 34 out of 35 Russian #Shahed kamikaze drones, according to the Ukrainian Air Force.

Irina wanted me to properly understand the history of the war, so she took me on a tour of central Kyiv. It was a city where she could trace her own family back six generations through the cemeteries. Our first stop was Independence Square, also known as the Maidan. Snow fell gently. Red and white tape marked patches where the pathways were slippery or there was danger from tumbling icicles, which hung like daggers from the edges of many buildings.

Both Irina and Sergei had been involved in the 2014 Euromaidan protests, which were prompted by President Viktor Yanukovych’s decision not to sign an association agreement with the European Union. It was a turning point for the country. A violent police reaction only bolstered widespread support for change, propelling growing numbers of Ukrainians to join in. Back then, Irina would go to work, then stay on the square all night. ‘When you came to the Maidan you did everything. You built a new wall with your own hands,’ she recalled. ‘People will tell you “do this, this, this”. You will say “I can boil tea, I can bring sandwiches”, and you do what they tell you.’

Now dusk was falling. The street lights made the snow-filled sky glow orange. We walked to the golden-domed St Michael’s monastery – St Michael the archangel is the guardian of military personnel, among others. During the Euromaidan protests, wounded people – driven or carried from Independence Square – slept inside. Emergency surgeries were performed in an outer building; the injured were afraid of being arrested if they presented at state-run hospitals. After the full-scale invasion began, ceremonies for soldiers killed in action took place there.

Another square, close by, had become a kind of living museum. Crowds gathered beside a blue and yellow train. A sign said the train had saved ten thousand lives by providing the last available evacuation route from the city of Irpin, as the Russians took over in March 2022. It was eventually hit by a missile, derailing two wagons. Behind, also on display, were burnt-up armoured personnel carriers. To the left were marble statues. Among them was tenth-century ruler Princess Olga, with the contemporary addition of a bulletproof vest.

[image: A collage of black and white photographs featuring numerous individuals, each with accompanying names and insignias. The images include portraits of people in uniform and casual wear.]
Photographs on the ‘memory wall’ in Kyiv showing Ukrainians killed during the war.

Nearby was a ‘memory wall’ lined with photographs: hundreds of faces of the dead, mostly men and some women.
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