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Hello everyone! My family and I - six of us in total
- have the status of internally displaced persons. We
came from the beautiful city of Mariupol (also known
as the City of Maria in Ukraine), a modern place
washed by the waves of the Azov Sea, and from the
picturesque settlement of Sartana, a small town of
Greek origin with a lovely name.

Before the war, my husband, our son, and I lived in
Mariupol in my brother's apartment. I worked as a
primary school teacher, my husband worked at the
Tllich Steel Plant in the security division "SKHID"
(eng. "EAST") as a driver and guard, and our son
studied at Mariupol School No. 47 - a new, modern
school equipped with all the latest technology.

My parents lived about 12 kilometres away, 1in Sartana
- the place where my husband and I were born, grew
up, met, and got married. My mother had worked her
whole life at the Illich Plant until retirement, and
my father ran a small auto repair workshop at home
for about 20 years. He also kept a small warehouse of
Spare parts.

When President Volodymyr Zelenskyi announced the
start of the full-scale Russian invasion on February
24, 2022, our whole family gathered together in
Sartana. My parents' house had two cellars: one in
the yard and one in the house. My husband, our son,
my brother, niece, and our dog, Kira, were in one
cellar, while my parents, an elderly neighbour, and
several other villagers hid in the other one in the
yard.

On February 25, our street was under heavy shelling.
Many people were killed, houses were destroyed, the

main water line was damaged, and gas and electricity
were gone.

On February 26, an evacuation order was issued for
the village. Word quickly spread that everyone needed
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to leave Sartana at once and head to the city, so
that's what we did.

We left with almost nothing - just a few documents
and small survival bags. We thought we would only be
away for a couple of days, that things would calm
down, and we would return home soon. We stayed in a
friend's house (my sister-in-law's friend's house).
The house 1s situated in the heart of Mariupol. Then,
day by day, we were getting closer to hell. In total,
there were about fifteen people of different ages
staying in the house.

As the days passed, things worsened. Food and water
ran out. We melted snow on a fire outside when there
were no airstrikes, or walked 3 kilometres to a well
to fetch water, early in the morning before the
shelling started. Sometimes we came under fire,
throwing ourselves to the ground or hiding behind
fences. Every day, the destruction spread - entire
houses disappeared, as if they had never existed.

March was bitterly cold, making it difficult to stay
warm inside the house, as the temperature was only +6
degrees. There was not enough food. My husband and I
would sneak out in short bursts, running between
buildings, searching for anything edible. Some shop
owners opened their stores and market slots, allowing
people to take what they needed, but there wasn't
enough for everyone. We managed to find a sack of
wheat groats and a kilo of sugar. My poor husband -
he has diabetes and was weak - but he carried that
heavy sack on his shoulders, not knowing that those
grains would later become the flatbreads that
resembled bread we had not seen for a long time back
then. We had money, but this is precisely the case
when money means nothing, nobody needs it, shops are
closed, or destroyed or burned down... because of the
war!



OLHA

Everything around us was destroyed, dead people were
lying everywhere, everyone was struggling to survive
hunger and cold... There was no communication, and we
didn't know what was happening in other cities, and
we were very worried about it.

From our windows, we could see Russian planes bombing
the Azovstal steel plant day after day. It was
heartbreaking to watch our city being wiped off the
map.

Around March 19, we heard a rumbling sound and
realised that a tank was moving down our street
towards our house. Of course, we all hid, but our
brave men tracked the tank's direction. The tank
stopped in a neighbouring yard. It was scary to
realise that it was a tank. Why was it here? What
would it do? What would happen next?

And then fear... We realised that it was a Russian
tank, that murderers had captured the city...
Everyone was afraid...

The Russians began going from house to house,
knocking on every door and gate, shouting for someone
to come out. Then they came to us. We had lumps in
our throats... We were terrified for our children...
It was horrible!!!

They asked all the men to come out of the cellar,
checked their documents, stripped them down to their
underwear, and looked for tattoos, marks from
carrying weapons, that is, they were looking for
soldiers. We didn't have any, so they left. They
settled in the neighbouring house, drank, ate, stayed
for a while, and left.

We knew then that we couldn't stay any longer. We
decided to visit my parents' house to see if it was
still standing and possibly gather some supplies. We
drove back roads, through fields and mud, over a
pontoon bridge, passing dozens of Russian
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checkpoints. When we reached Talakivka, just before
Sartana, we could see our village, but they wouldn't
let us in. They instructed us to go to the village of
Bezymine, register, and then we would be allowed to
proceed. We had no choice! We drove to Bezymine,
where there were kilometre-long queues of cars... So
we joined the queue, because we realised that without
this registration, which was essentially the
filtration process, we couldn't go anywhere. We spent
10 days in the car, with four adults, a child, and
our dog, Kira, in the queue.

On March 28 2022, at 8 p.m., it was our turn to go
through the filtration process. My mum, dad and
husband went first. I stayed with my child, who was
sleeping in the boot of our car. Ten minutes later, I
saw two perpetrators in military uniforms lead my
husband away behind the tents. It was dark, I
couldn't see anything, tears were streaming down my
face, and I had only one thought in my head: 'They're
going to kill him!' I didn't know what to do, I

wasn't allowed to leave... they were everywhere with
their shotguns... Pain...
My mother returned - she had been released - and

stayed with my son when they called me in. They
checked my Ukrainian passport and took my phone. We
had deleted everything beforehand. There I met my
father, who whispered in my ear that my husband had
been beaten but released... And then the 'fun' began.
They restored everything on our phones using apps...
And saw our beautiful photos in embroidered shirts,
pictures of my children with Ukrainian flags and
drawings, my father standing by the grave of Serhiy
Nihoian - one of the first people killed during the
Revolution of Dignity at Maidan - and even a picture
of a medal my father received for volunteering from
chaplain Liubomyr Kashchii. Because of that, we
"failed" filtration. I was held until 3 a.m., then
released - but my father wasn't. When I managed to
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see him briefly the next morning, I noticed
footprints on his clothes. I understood everything.
They had beaten him with their feet. They kicked me
out! I immediately returned to the car and told my
family everything... I couldn't hold back the pain
and tears... We gathered our thoughts and considered
our next steps...

A senior official came and returned my passport to
me, saying that we could leave, but my father would
have to stay with them. When I asked what would
happen to my father, the answer was: wait and see!
That was it. After lunch, they took my father away.
They said they were taking him to Novoazovsk, but
when we got there, there was no one there. Thanks to
my father's friend Oleksandr, who was able to put us
up in his garage, we stayed there for the night.
Uncle Oleksandr supported us and didn't give us any
chance to give up. The next day, my husband and I
went to the police station to look for my father...
but the search was in vain. Again, no news for the
whole day. We didn't know what to do, who to turn to,
where to look for him... On April 1, we were
searching again, at about 11 a.m., when we got a call
from my father's friend, Aunt Larysa, who said that
my father was in Donetsk, waiting for me, and that I
should go and pick him up... My God... I couldn't
believe my ears... but she said we would go together
in her car, because she knew the way and wasn't
afraid of anything! We met and set off... An hour
later, we were there... To say that I was over the
moon with happiness would be an understatement.
Beaten, exhausted, but alive... Everyone was happy
and crying...

Then we decided: we must leave. Whatever it takes. We
heard that an evacuation convoy was forming in
Berdyansk to travel toward Zaporizhzhia - to free
Ukrainian territory. We passed more than 60 Russian
checkpoints.
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On April 2, around noon, we reached the convoy's
assembly point near Vasylivka, Zaporizhzhia region.
We arrived closer to evening, but were not allowed
through. We were instructed to return to the village
and spend the night there. We managed to find a place
at the gas station. Only in the morning we saw that
the station had been destroyed. It was scary to see
all this. We drove back to the checkpoint, but they
wouldn't let us through. We stood there waiting!

I looked out the window and saw people running
somewhere, so we jumped out too to find out what was
goilng on. We saw something we couldn't believe our
eyes: 1t was our rescuer, Andriy from the State
Emergency Service, who informed us that an agreement
had been reached to let us through, but it was
unclear when the other side would be ready. But he
also told us a way to bypass this checkpoint. The
road is difficult, complicated and mined. Fear in our
eyes, but there was no choice. The convoy of cars
decides to take the risk. We set off, hoping that it
would all be over soon... You won't believe it... We
stopped, but we didn't understand what had happened.

A soldier with a yellow and blue chevron on his arm
approached, greeted everyone in Ukraine, and hugged
them... At that moment, we were happy until the
drivers were asked for their passports for
inspection. Our driver was my father. The soldier
took my father's passport in his hands and froze.
Mykola Ivanovych, what is this? We froze, not
understanding what was wrong! The soldier's answer
was: Actually, we are from the same village! My
father's place of birth is the village of Plekhiv in
the Poltava region. Can you imagine that the first
soldier we met in Ukraine was my father's fellow
villager? What a shock!

So finally we ended up in Ukraine. My son cried tears
of joy... A child who went through such an ordeal at
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the age of 9 is a hero. Due to stress, he lost sight
in his right eye and is now disabled! So we ended up
at my father's home in the small village of Onishky.
Friends sheltered us in a small house. It has a dirt
floor, no water, no amenities, an outdoor toilet, a
summer shower that we also use in winter, but there's
warmth, three small rooms, and we are together. We
are alive. That's what matters most.

We are eagerly awaiting peace, the return of our
occupied territories, victory, and a better life for
our children!

On June 21, 2024, our daughter was born. We named her
Maria, in honour of our destroyed hometown, Mariupol
- "Maria in the field." We hope that soon we will
move into a beautiful little house that will become
our home, protecting us, keeping us warm, and
bringing us together on winter evenings. There, our
six-month-old daughter, Maria, will grow up, and we
will all rejoice in her successes.



