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Foreword


I truly believe that every book has a story to tell, lessons to teach, question to ask and experience to share. And every book has its own reader who will find it interesting and understand it. Maybe we do not agree on the meaning of all books, but we can recognize that all books are important in their own way. So, the number of readers might tell us something about the book, but certainly it does not always have to be a true. 


I hope that my book will find its reader, and I will be happy to know what thoughts and question my book brought up. I wish my readers will reflect and find their own answers to questions, and even challenge statements made in this book. I invite my reader to active discussion with me in the hope that we can learn together and even teach each other.





Déjà Vu


 


To forget we must learn not to remember.


 


It was a very busy working day at the company, and I wished that it would end quickly. In addition to routine work and customer meetings, there were five job interviews scheduled for a marketing intern position posted a month ago. For some mysterious reasons the interviews were scheduled for today with a small amount of time between. My best friend, partner in crime, and colleague, Mariette, even joked that there was a risk to mix up all candidates with each other and offer the job to someone we did not plan to hire. I told her that everything is possible, but we should hope that two heads are better than one. We talked to all candidates asking them many formal questions that they had probably heard not for the first time. They were all young students full of ambitions to gain working experience and to start making their career. They gave more or less the same answers to questions about how they see their professional future, what their strengths and weaknesses are, or why they choose what they choose. It seemed that they all had the same source of information with recommendations for best possible answers to potential questions. Mariette and I could absolutely relate to them as we both were once in their shoes and went through this many times. Often the job interview was a structured procedure with a list of simple standard questions, which require a lot of fantasy, philosophy, and even story telling talent to answer. So, if you are asked why, you are looking for new job, then answers like I have bills to pay, I have not learned how to print money yet, or life is too expensive not to work will appear very poor as it does not show that you have great motivation. Although these are often the most honest and truthful answers. Besides, what could be a better motivation for any job than money? The most common answer is often that you are looking or ready for new challenges, as if the life would not have already provided enough challenges to offer. In my experience the job interview is never something you can be excited about. I rarely felt positive emotions or had any good impressions when it was over. I still wonder why companies care a lot about improving customer journey or user experience of their products and services, and completely ignore creating positive job interview experiences. At least in reality it happens rarely. 


After many long hours of talking with each candidate, Mariette and I exchanged thoughts and talked about our impressions. Mariette always could read a person and I trusted her intuition. We agreed to hire the candidate, whose personality not only impressed, but also empowered, us. By reading her CV and between the lines in her touching stories we knew that she had already achieved a lot. However, she could not see it yet. Her name was Aliya. She was from Kyrgyzstan and had come to Germany to study. She was self-confident and modest at the same time. She was just at the beginning of her life journey and still had a lot to learn. But she was ready to try to achieve everything that she wanted and deserved. She would be successful with or without being an intern in our company. Aliya was the only candidate, who honestly said that the information on the company website and job description were about everything and nothing at the same time. I had to laugh because I could not agree more. 


It was almost 3 o’clock in the afternoon and I noticed that I had not even eaten lunch. There was also no time to have something small to eat. It was raining heavily outside, and I had not taken an umbrella with me. As people usually say in such situations, trouble does not come alone. I just ordered a taxi and was about to leave the office in 10 minutes when Mariette knocked on the door. She held two glasses and bottle of red wine. I knew she wanted to celebrate the end of this crazy working day and that we had finally found an intern to support us with the pile of work that grew more day by day. That day we also finally signed a contract with a customer for the conceptualization and implementation of new digital processes. This would be a very complex project, which was planned to take two years to complete. 


As soon as Mariette opened the door, she saw that I was about to leave office. I was a little ashamed and upset that I had to go as I would not have minded a little celebration. Today we both deserved it as we had won several battles. 


I could see a little disappointment in her eyes because her plan was falling apart. With a voice full of sadness, she said:


- I guess no celebration today. 


- Honey, we will celebrate our success, but let's postpone it for later. I have an appointment and need to leave already, in 5 minutes.


- Sure, no problem at all. Daria is everything fine?


- Yes, just need to finish some business. 


- Okay then, but do not wonder if I will call you drunk later. I need to finish this bottle alone.


- I am always there for you, honey. 


- But if you will be still in the mood to join my drinking party sometime later, you will let me know.


- Of course, I will just come over.


- Then I hope we can still celebrate together.


- Agree, will let you know.


- If not, be prepared for my hangover tomorrow.


- Honey, you can always take one day sick leave.


- Sometimes you have brilliant ideas.


While I was packing, Mariette had already drunk one glass. As I left, I thought about how often I had said to her that I am not a red wine drinker. I could drink it, but it was not what I preferred if I would have a choice. But my dearest friend seemed to forget it every time. As far as I knew, she did not have any issues with her memory. Maybe she just hoped that one day I would start to love red wine. But she was more likely to stop loving red wine than I would start drinking it.


On the way to the clinic, I literally fell asleep for some minutes. I was quite tired, especially because I could not sleep last night. The drive took longer than it should have due to traffic jams, and I was afraid I would be late to the appointment. But I also knew probably I would still have to wait for some minutes till the doctor could see me in his office. I arrived 15 minutes later, and the assistant at the reception gave me some papers to fill out and sign. There were about five or six pages that I needed to read and sign. I always wondered how many patients really read and understood what they must sign. I would bet there were not many of them. It seems to be mission impossible to understand what is written in the document when all you see is the large amount of text full of complex sentences consisting of hundreds of smart medical and legal terms you do not understand. It is like reading a book in a total different language. To be on the safe side it would be better always to have a lawyer to translate and explain that language and advise you what to do. People do not read documents even when they have time, to be asked to read and sign in 10 minutes is even more risky. I am afraid that reading and understanding official documents will never get easy. Even one page of a letter can sometime be challenging to understand. I only try to understand a complex letter only if it is an invoice with a large amount of money highlighted in red to be paid as quickly as possible. 


I gave the signed papers to the assistant not even knowing what exactly I signed. She asked me to wait and said the doctor will call me in a couple of minutes. When I entered the doctor’s office, I felt that today I would come home with bad news even though strong intuition never was my strength. The only thing I could not even imagine was how bad this news would be; even though I never expect to have any good news from doctors. When you are getting older your health and life expectations just decline almost daily. Time takes what it takes, and nothing can stop it. Although modern science does many possible things to find answers about how not to age and live forever. To be always young and immortal, for this some people even would sell their souls to the devil or anyone, if we have any soul at all. I do not quite understand the sense of being immortal or forever young. Most people cannot already manage with their given life; what will they do with their life if they will live forever? Besides, to escape death we must first predict what or who will kill us. This would require that we must foresee the future and calculate all the possibilities and uncertainties without any chance for mistakes. To me it sounds like mission impossible. We might find a way to keep us young and healthy as long as we want, but we certainly cannot know what will cause our death. But maybe I am being too critical and skeptical. After all, there was a time when we could not imagine, or considered it impossible, flying to the moon, having smartphones, building robots, sending people to mars, or inserting a chip into a person's brain. However, we are now enjoying all the wonders of technology and various science revolutions. Probably I should be careful saying never or impossible. Moreover, even though we live today twice as long as in the past the quality of our life is not getting better. It would seem that we should live better and have more time for ourselves because we have more time.


I saw that the doctor was worried, and I wondered how many patients he had to tell bad news to today. I felt that he was trying to find the right words to start. He had to inform me about the results of my clinical examination. It was a short speech, but it seemed to me, he was talking for hours because I replayed his words several times in my head. He told me that my results showed that I have tumor. He served me with a long and complex explanation of what it is and told me about what treatment options I have. The whole time he was talking, I had a very strong feeling of deja vu, as if I had already been in this situation and heard this story before. I was scared and felt that the past, which I had buried a long time ago was coming back. The doctor said I might have one year, maybe more or less, depending on how the tumor will progress and how effective the treatment will work if it works at all. In medicine, as in life, there are no guarantees. He gave me information about several treatment options, and I had to decide which of them I would try. We agreed to meet in two weeks to discuss the treatment and further plan how to proceed. I appreciated having some time before making any decisions. I never understood how a person can decide about any treatment without having time to think and reflect, especially when it comes to life and death. I left the doctor’s office after one hour.


I believe that facing death is not scary because your life ends, but rather because you start to question whether you are happy with the way it has has been going. Some people might say that they are satisfied with their life. Some might name what they would have changed or done differently if they would be given a chance to do so. But the question is how many chances or opportunities they would need and how many of them they would really use. How many is many or enough to act in life. Often, we only know that we had a chance to change anything when it is too late. We wait for a second chance not knowing that it was already the third one. We waste our time and life making wrong calculations, but being sure that our numbers are correct. For me death was always something natural and I never feared it. My friends would probably not wonder if one day I would die unexpectedly as they hear me very often saying “I am dying” or “I will die”. They would laugh and say that I was waiting and calling for death for a long time, and finally it came. But when I heard how much time I have left my brain just stopped to function for a moment. I did not question why me or why now as I was fine with my time spent on earth. I was not sad or trying to deny the truth. Maybe this was because I felt it coming or because I have already almost experienced it once. The only one thing I wished was to make it happen quick. I would prefer to go to sleep and just not to wake up. But life prepared for me a different scenario as life rarely gives you what you order. As my dad always said: life is not a concert by request. You will listen to a song which is already playing and not what you would like to listen to. 


When I left the hospital, it was no longer raining. On the way home I decided to take a walk along the Neckar River. I always loved to walk here. I could spend hours just sitting on the riverbank and looking at Heidelberg Castle, located on a ridge of a mountain. Every stone of this majestic palace had a story to tell and reminded me that history will always remain a mystery to a certain extent. We might know the history of the castle, but we will never know the truth it is hiding. Up there I could enjoy the most beautiful and magic view over the Neckar valley, and of the old town. There were days I could not believe that my dream of living in Heidelberg one day came true. I fell in love with this city from the very first time I visited it and had never since stoped admiring it. I felt so privileged to live in my favorite city in the world, where I never could get enough of the old town atmosphere. It made me feel like I was living in the times of fairy tales only with a bit of modern twist. I have rarely even been bothered or annoyed by the noise, constant bustle, traffic, and flow of people in the city. Being surrounded by all this made me feel truly alive. But even then, I could always find a small island, where I could just sit and enjoy silence. Often it was my house, which was built some years ago. It was truly a dream house because it was designed the way me and my husband wished to have it. It was a big house in a minimalist style. There were only two floors, and all our rooms were on the top floor. One specific feature of the house was that we had high windows and could always receive a lot of day light. We did not have a garden because we did not like plants and did not know what to do with them. I was happy to have a small balcony attached to our bedroom in order to sit there watching sunsets and enjoying beautiful views of the surrounding mountain. This house was our safe space, where we always felt protected from everything and everyone in the world. It was home, where we always wanted to return to no matter where we were. We would start to miss it already after a couple of days. 


I came home around 6 o clock, and no one was home. I was glad because I had not thought about how to tell my family, this shocking news. There is never a right time or moment to tell your family and friends that soon you will say goodbye forever. I knew that Alan and the girls, Aylin and Ciara, would be destroyed by this news. I could predict what was waiting for me. They would cry for a while and after they would start to make plans about how to defeat death and save my life. Sometimes we still wish to fight even if we have already lost the game before it started. It is like playing for the purpose of game. I guess this is what people call hope. That evening I did not say anything to anyone and decided to keep everything for myself. I was not ready for their questions or for any talks, any tears, and any emotions. The moment they would find out, it would all become about them and not about me anymore. Before telling everything, I had to prepare myself to deal with their emotions and pain, and put all my feelings aside. 


I decided to see two more doctors to be sure that I actually have what I have. Until then I chose not to tell anyone yet. If I had told everyone the truth, in a couple of days I would have received calls from everyone saying they are sorry for me and asking me how I am doing or what they can do for me. They also would be curious about my plans. I was also not ready to handle the reactions of my family and friends to this news. At that moment I did not need anyone’s pity. People keep inventing technologies to live forever, but still do not know how to listen to someone. We still do not understand that leaving a person alone to think and give them time to reflect is the best support we can often offer. We should learn to wait for the person to be ready to share and offer support when we are asked for it. Often, we start supporting or helping without any permission to do so. Absolutely no one would say to me, “Daria, well you knew this day would come, you enjoyed this life the way you could, name me one thing you still wish to do, and I will be happy to be your partner in crime.” 


I decided to take two days off work and be alone. I wanted to use this time to make my plan about how to be and what to do. I told my family that there had been a lot of stress at work lately and I needed to rest for a couple of days. They totally understood me and were even happy that I was finally going to take some rest. Alan already told me a couple weeks ago that I need to think more about myself and take care of my health. He added that my job would not run away and would still be there when I returned after a short vacation. It is usual for us to give each other space and to take days off just to be alone. We believe that relaxing separately from each other, from time to time, could even be healthy for relationships. He had noticed that my headaches were becoming more frequent and was worried about me. At his insistence, I went to the doctor and got myself tested. I wondered how much more time would have passed before I found out the truth if I had not gone to the doctor a week ago. What if I had gone to see him a month or a year ago? Was there any chance to avoid this tragic situation at all, and if yes when and what should I have done. I did not know the answer and would never find it out. After all the answer would not matter anymore. As with everything in life even a question has its moment to be asked, if you missed the first question then you can only ask the next one. The next questions I needed to ask was what I would do with time left or how I wanted to spend it. 


I went to Baden-Baden because I wanted to spend time in the countryside. I rented a two-room apartment instead of booking a hotel. The apartment was both in the city center and in the mountains. I could take a walk along the majestic Lichtentaler Allee into the city center. After only a few meters I would be in the forest and could take the picturesque panoramic hiking trail. The apartment had a spacious balcony with a beautiful view of the forest and Merkur Mountain. The location of the apartment was perfect to isolate myself from people. I wanted to be alone as much as possible. I needed to be in absolute silence so that I could hear my thoughts and feel my emotions without being interrupted. The only person I wished to talk and see was me. 


On the first night, after I thought long and hard, I did not even remember how I fell asleep. However, I woke up screaming from a nightmare. I was still shaking, and the pillow was wet. I had probably cried in my sleep. For a second, it was as if I did not remember what I saw and what scared me. For the first time in a very long time, I saw my sister. She silently stood at a cliff edge and was about to jump. She did not talk to me and just looked at me. I did not have any telepathic powers and could not read her mind, but I knew what she wanted to do. But I just stood there and did nothing, as if I did not care whether she will jump or not. I looked at her and just cried. She then jumped off and I saw her falling into a dark hole. There was absolutely nothing in the hole. She became smaller and smaller, and at some point, just disappeared. And for a moment I screamed in pain.


During these days I needed to get all my thoughts in order. As I was reflecting on my life and on everything what had happened; I suddenly started to question all the choices I had made in the past. I asked myself whether there is any closure that I need to make before the time will come. My mind was occupied with the question of whether I could forgive myself for the things I have done in my past, which I am not proud of. There were times when I knew I was making a mistake and still chose to make them. Sometimes I justified my decision with good intentions. Today I know that such things as good intentions is rather exceptions than the rule. I thought about whether some of my secrets should die with me, or the truth must be told, and if I am then ready to deal with the consequences. I thought about people I should ask for forgiveness even if it might be almost too late. But some say it is never too late to say sorry, even if it is still hard to do. I believe that it gives some relief to be forgiven by someone we hurt, but what kills us the most is that we cannot forgive ourselves. Being forgiven does not take away the blame you feel inside, and I doubt that it even can.


After two days and sleepless nights I was ready for the next chapter of my life even though I did not know what really to expect. I was satisfied that I had time to make my own plan regarding how it should be before anyone makes suggestions about what to do and how to live this last year. Maybe I even had more than one year. My decisions were not only whether to undergo the treatment or not, it was more about what I still wished to do before leaving. I made my wish list of things to be completed as much as possible. At least I would try to manage most of it in the time I have. But of course, there were a number of priorities marked as must have or must be done no matter what. I wanted to make everything right or at least to try. I wanted to have closure not only for me, but also for my lovely family. I did not know then that there would be probably less than one year, but still managed to complete almost all my tasks on earth. The rest maybe can be done somewhere else even if I did not have any idea where it will be.





The Storm


 


We can escape something only if can predict it.


 


I came back on the Sunday with a clear plan in my mind, but I still doubted whether all the decisions I made were right. At that moment I did not know it. It often happens that the realization of a bad or good decision always comes later. But life has taught me that any decision has its cost. The question is only what price we are ready to pay. At the end how we judge our decisions depends on our perceptions and experiences, which might change with time. Today, looking back, I might regret certain things I have done or wish I would have done them differently. It is only because I know today what I did not know then and could not know yesterday.


When I came home everyone was home. The girls were in their rooms, doing whatever they do behind closed doors with the sign “do not disturb” hanging on the door. Alan was in the kitchen cooking dinner, more accurately preparing it as in our house the kitchen exists just for the purpose of being there. It use evolved into this over the years, the older our girls became the less time we spent cooking in the truest sense of the word. We used less and less time on looking for interesting and healthy recipes, getting all the needed ingredients, cleaning, cutting, and cooking.


Our whole philosophy in the kitchen, in the end, was about getting everything done in as short a time as possible. There were even moments we did not know with what our kitchen was equipped. But we knew everything basic and necessary was there. I never stop thinking about who came up with the idea that every home should have a kitchen and when it became a standard. I suspect that it was a person who loved or knew how to cook. 


I went directly to kitchen, Alan stood at the stove and set the timer on the oven. We would have pizza for dinner today, as far as I could tell from seeing the open boxes on the kitchen table. I walked up to Alan, gave him a hug and gently kissed him, saying hi love. He was listening to Steven Bartletts podcast called “Diary of CEO”, which he recently discovered on YouTube. I still remember his impressions of the first interview he listened to, where Alex Hormozi was a guest sharing his story and experience. Alan had never heard about him but was impressed by his perspectives and thoughts. Alan often quoted him saying “Pain motivates more than pleasure does”. His point here was that if people do not take action to change their current situation, then they’re not in enough pain. We cannot just get motivated; we have to hate something to make a change. Alan absolutely agreed with his perception and added he experienced this in his carrier too. I just silently wondered when Alan would lose interest because I knew after some time his critical thinking would be turned on and his perceptions change. This time the topic was about the dangers of AI and ex-Google Officer Mo Gawdat shared important insights regarding how the future with AI will look and what we should fear. He even wanted to buy a book written by Mo Gawdat about AI, but somehow never did. At some point, I noticed that Alan asked a question addressing a guest, as if he was in the studio. He even made a loud comment saying “Well, you know, Steve, your virtual presence will not cancel the fact that it is not you”. It was always a funny scene to observe, and I could not help but laugh. If such a thing as rebirth really exists, then I believe Alan was a journalist in his past life. And most likely he was that journalist who had critical and to some point very conservative ideas that only few people could understand and agree with.  


In real life he was just an architect with the soul of a writer and mind of journalist or politician, who created beautiful modern buildings and liked reading thrillers with unpredictable endings. We did not have a lot in common, but we shared a passion for reading. We each had our own favorite books. Often, we admired the same books and sometimes we differed in opinions and could argue strongly. Sometimes I think that our love of books maybe was a reason why our marriage had lasted the test of time. But let’s hope that is not the case. I will never forget our first discussion when we just met. We argued about my favorite book of all time “Pride and prejudice”. He said this book was overrated. It's been 20 years of marriage, but we still haven't come to an agreement on this matter. 
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