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My name is Michelle. I’m from New York City. An ordinary person living an extraordinary life. I’m a full-time traveler, working short-term online gigs, taking seasonal jobs in the countries where I happen to be. I’ve been doing this for more than a year now, I started in the middle of July, 2015. I’m about to quit and go home, wherever that may be.

This lifestyle is not as much of a fairy tale as it seems. I live paycheck to paycheck, sometimes I end up sleeping at the beach, but I have something more valuable than any money in the world. My peace of mind. Wonder why? Of course, there was a time when I didn’t have peace, only chaos, fear, pain, anxiety, and self-hatred.

This trip was more like therapy and self-healing to me. It wasn’t easy to make the first step on this hundred-thousand-mile journey. But, I had to. I needed it. Without it, I would be in a nuthouse by now, or I would have committed suicide. So dark, and you’re reading only the third paragraph. Don’t worry, I see the sun is shining now, and brighter than ever. It wasn’t always so.

I used to live in a very harmful, abusive, co-dependent relationship for more than three years. I went through all the possible layers of hell, I felt powerless, inferior and what’s worse, totally useless. I loved him, hated him, would have loved to live without him, but couldn’t. At least, that’s what I thought. Until I met someone...

I’m a New Yorker – at least, I used to be until five years ago. Back then, I studied psychology at Columbia University. On top of that, I was an intern at The Guardian, and worked as a freelance web-designer for three startup companies. I was a busy girl with great prospects of living the American Dream. I felt strong, capable and full of potential. I thought nothing would keep me from achieving what I wanted. If you have stereotypes about New Yorkers, well, I pretty much fulfilled them all.

On a casual afternoon, after finishing my classes, I went to the Appletree Market on the corner of 120th and Amsterdam, and my whole life changed. The subject of the change was a six–foot-two, well-built, blonde, blue-eyed foreigner who spoke flawless English with a strong German accent. His smile was as charming as the kids smiling on the cover of an Osh Kosh B’gosh catalog. He looked like a modern Norse god.

He seemed slightly lost in the midst of Mamma Chia drinks, so I thought I would help him out. You know how lost extremely good-looking, obvious tourists can be. It turned out that one of his colleagues asked him to get some lemonade, but there was cranberry and strawberry flavored lemonade. The poor soul forgot which specific lemonade flavor he was supposed to get, so he stood there, hypnotized by the beverage shelf as if it would magically come up with the answer.

Knowing the gentleman’s problem, and seeing someone so handsome so flummoxed, I found the situation extremely hilarious and adorable at the same time. With my quick wit, I suggested that he buy both of the flavors to reduce his chances of failure. I also added that the drink itself was tasty, so he could drink the one not chosen by his friend. Yes, I know, typical “I noticed you around, I find you really attractive, would you...um” movie-like situation. To give the moment a more romantic angle, he came up with a better deal. He suggested that he just dropped off the drink to the colleague and he’d give me the other one if I took the time to drink it with him.

Well, I took the time. At that moment I didn’t know that in only four months I would leave everything behind to move to Mörfellden-Walldorf, a small town close to Frankfurt am Main in mid-west Germany. Does this seem a sudden twist in the story? It’s no more sudden than it seemed to me to make this leap. It seemed that way to my strict, Harvard-bred father, who immediately excommunicated me from the family’s heritage and our home for leaving Columbia for a “middle-class Norman, the German.” Before you start wondering, I’m not Jewish.

Do you wonder how I could turn my back on my brilliant future and my seven-figure inheritance? Don’t ask for a logical explanation, I don’t have one, myself. I can only say that there and then it seemed like a good idea. It was the only feasible option I could conceive of in the most in-love period of my life.

However, this book isn’t about me. I wrote a short introduction about myself to let you know that I wasn’t always such a basket case. I had a good life with a promising career path, great university, wealthy family background, and many friends. I abandoned all of it for the promise of eternal love, children and tending sheep in a place like in The Sound of Music. It sounds cheesy, childish and incredibly stupid, but it happens to so many of us.

We all fall into that pit of a hazy daze and become reckless. When we are in love, the world stops around us. Except for two huge reflectors that illuminate our significant other and us, everything else in the world vanishes. There is nothing else on this Earth. Some get out of the daze with luck. When the pink clouds inevitably disappear, they still feel that they found their soul mate. They complement each other and develop a complex togetherness that consists of partnership, friendship, and a romantic relationship.

Others are not so lucky. Others meet someone, they think they have found the love of their life, but one casual Wednesday afternoon the cold shiver hits them that their relationship is not so magical as it seemed. They fight this feeling because it’s a very painful realization. But, things won’t get better. They’ll start walking on eggshells to keep the relationship alive, which is simply not meant to be.

Here we arrive at the other person who changed my life. The fun factor is that I don’t even know what her name is. I met her in a Starbucks on the  Fourth of July, 2015, and spent only ten minutes with her. She was one of the most carefree, natural, generous, almost child-like and honest people I’ve ever met.

And she changed my life.

I count that day as not only the Independence Day of my nation but my own, too. Now, I know that changes are inevitable. They happen to all of us in each of our areas of life. However, change is bidirectional. There can be change for the better or for worse. If there is no improvement in something for a long time, only a madman invests all her energies into it. Emotional investment is one of the most demanding ones. If we invest a lot of positive energy in emotional life but receive either nothing or negative energy in exchange, that affects all the other areas, including friendships, career, free time and family.

This book is based on a true story. The story of a woman who loved, believed, was disappointed, fell deep down, got up, believed and loved. Her story is engaging, spirit-lifting, down-turning, enraging, heartbreaking but mostly instructive.

I wrote this book because I’m done. I’m healed. And I feel that with its help you can heal, too. I hope you’ll use it wisely and extract what applies to you. Take the good, treat your wounds and leave out all the rest.

All relationships are unique, but good relationships are the same in one aspect: they grant you peace of mind — a mish-mash of trust, security and mildly constant happiness.
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Chapter 1: Whoopi Goldberg?
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I had a fight with Norman. It happened often, to my annoyance, but I couldn’t help it. I felt it coming. We had a fight every three or four days. It lulled for the past six days. I knew it would come.

I sat in a Starbucks in Frankfurt on Kaiserstraße 20. I had been informed that my job application was rejected — again. I thought Frankfurt was the business capital of Europe! How could they reject me so many times just because I spoke horribly broken German? It was impossible to learn it!

I called Norman to tell him, hoping for a little compassion, but he was not receptive at all. Instead, he pointed out that I left home without feeding the dog, and I forgot he was expecting a package delivery and it was the least I could do for him since I didn’t have an actual job and nothing else to do.

I tried to defend myself. The dog still had some food when I left. I tried to apologize for the forgotten package. I reminded him that I had asked him to reschedule the delivery because I went to Frankfurt to try to get a job. He ignored me, muttered something in German and hung up. I was totally heartbroken. I knew that this discussion was far from over and I would get my face-to-face dosage of anger later. I felt so helpless that I started to cry when someone called me by name.

“Hello, Michelle!” She was probably the same age as me but seemed much younger. She had smooth, gentle features, her eyes smiled wider than her lips. She was fit, tanned, and dressed like Jeanie from Hair, carrying a huge green backpack.

I thought, Please don’t ask for money... I asked, “How do you know my name?” I was sullen, trying to dry my eyes from the tears.

She just pointed to my untouched caramel latte cup.  The barman had cheerfully asked my name and I had totally forgotten since I had bigger problems to think about. “Oh, okay,” I nodded, and stared blankly in a different direction.

I hoped she’ll clear off if I showed disinterest. Instead, she sat in the chair next to me. My old self would have opposed, but my truncated self-esteem didn’t have the power or the courage to protest and make her leave. I took a quick glance at her, and when I realized she was looking at me intensely, I turned my gaze again. Somehow, I felt that she could see right through me. I felt she knew.

“You look terrible,” she stated after a few seconds.

Yeah, I know, I thought, but I didn’t say a word, I just stared into space.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

I hesitated for a moment, but I felt such a need to tell someone about my misery that I couldn’t keep it in. I had cut relations with my parents, my American friendships faded with time, and locals didn’t meddle too much with the Ausländer. This woman was here, spoke English and seemed interested. She spoke with an accent, she may have been Russian or some other Slavic country. I didn’t care. I felt alone and needed attention and understanding.

“I just spoke with my fiancée, and I think I made him angry. I always do. I knew I shouldn’t have said those things and that I could have handled things better. I know what he’ll do when I get home. Ugh, I don’t even want to go home... But if I don’t, he might leave me. No wonder he’s had enough. I know it doesn’t make sense what I say, but...” My entire body trembled with repressed tears, my hands awkwardly grasped the now-cold caramel latte. I felt that excruciating dumpling in my stomach and stifling sensation around my throat that I always felt when the slightest thought of losing him crawled into my mind. I couldn’t go on saying these thoughts out loud, it was too painful. I didn’t want to think about losing him, I didn’t want to feel this way. The only thing that could deter my bewildered thoughts were some other self-blaming that eased my worried mind.

“It makes perfect sense,” she replied before I could have said another fearful sentence. “You feel as you’re not enough, you mess up most of the time because you’re inadequate and your fiancée is much better. You feel like you’re lucky to have him, and nobody will ever love you as he does. And if you lose him, there is no place on Earth left for you.”

For a moment I forgot about my sickening restlessness. Who is this woman? How does she know exactly what I feel – and fear?

“Am I right?” She gave me the look a teacher would give when they caught the student cheating on the test.

I nodded.

“If I’m right, that means that you also know, somewhere deep down, that all these negative beliefs about yourself are not true. You can’t live like this! I bet you wish for peace of mind, but you never truly have it. As soon as a calmer period starts—and I’d like to emphasize that I didn’t say happier on purpose—you start getting anxious about the next thing you’ll mess up. You walk on eggshells, but soon something bad will happen again, and the whole fear circle restarts.

I was surprised, shocked, and interested all at the same time. I wanted to listen more to this woman. I wanted her to tell me more about my thoughts, I felt that she truly understood me and knew what I was going through after only a few minutes of acquaintance. She got up, grabbed my caramel latte, and took a huge sip of it. She was a cheeky one, I had to give her that. However, I didn’t care that much about my drink. My stomach was the size of a peanut, I couldn’t have drunk it anyway.

“I must go now, I have a plane to catch,” she said casually. “But before that, allow me to give you something.” She started looking for something in her oversized green backpack. Finally, she fished out what she was looking for and handed it to me. It was an old, beat up, thick, copybook with Winnie the Pooh on the cover. When she handed me the copybook she said something I shall never forget.

“My journal, my savior and yours, if you want it. This is not a love story. This is a story about the power of love and the influence it has over people. It’s a collection of mistakes we make, signs we ignore, and unhealthy behavioral patterns we tend to repeat. And, of course, it has the antidotes that only someone who learned the hard way can share, repeatedly falling prey to her own lack of awareness. I hope it will help you see clearer and make your decision accordingly.”

With that said, she cheerfully walked out of Starbucks with my caramel latte. If I haven’t had her Winnie the Pooh journal in my hands, I probably would have thought that I hallucinated the entire encounter. I felt like I was in a movie where Whoopi Goldberg or Morgan Freeman appear as a deity and help the main character with something. But my deity was pretty, blonde and looked like a hippie surfer girl.  
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Chapter 2: Emotional Hunger
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This is where the story begins. Not only mine, but hers and I feel I can be so bold to say, all of ours who ever experienced a toxic relationship. This is a story for, and about, all men and women who feel that something’s terribly wrong in their relationship.

The relationship you’re in doesn’t have to be in as terminal a stage as mine was to need fixing. The mistakes and solutions the journal presents can help you figure out and solve small issues before they get nasty. It can also guide you through a breakup or ease post-breakup traumas.

I wish I could have asked her permission to publish her journal entries. For the sake of the characters’ privacy I changed the names and locations in some of the entries. I don’t know her name since she never introduced herself. On the cover, however, she carved two letters: E. D. She never mentioned her name in the journal, so I chose to name her based on my first instinct, that she is Russian, and gave her the name Elena. To stay true to the E.D. monogram I named the main character of her stories Dimitri.

Now let’s go back to the Fourth of July, 2015. Elena left and I sat in Starbucks, still trying to understand what had just happened. I held her diary in my hands. I was tempted to start reading it, but my mind was troubled. I still wandered back to the disturbing conversation I had with Norman. Why couldn’t he be more patient with me? Where was the sweet prince in a white Volkswagen I fell for? What would happen with my dreams? Then Elena’s words echoed into my mind: “not good enough”, “walking on eggshells”, “there’s something wrong”, “peace of mind”. Peace of mind...

I opened the diary. On the very first page I saw a quote. “First love never ends but always comes to an ending.” Unknown author. Next to it there was a pink star-shaped post it with the following note: “I got this quote in a fortune cookie two days after our break-up. Things always happen for a reason.”
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