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Dedication

Between two countries, two cultures and two destinies there is always a bridge. This book is dedicated to those who dared to cross it.
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The Story

This is the real story of my life. The day of my wedding, my eyes are still closed and my head is in complete chaos. Morning. I need to wake up and finally do what I had been walking toward for so long. Honestly, I have fears and doubts, and that is normal. I am 47 years old and my future husband is a French citizen.

This country fascinates me, and this man gave me back the desire to feel happy again. The desire to live for myself returned, to forget a little the problems of my loved ones, to forget work. I regret not having had the courage to change profession. I am a hairdresser, and I used to love my job, but over time it became hateful to me.

So. At 45 I decided to change my life, and this thought came naturally, because the way things were before no longer suited me. We live with my mother in a small apartment in a small town in southern Ukraine. No, of course, I have a wonderful daughter and I had a husband who fell in love with another woman, and we made the joint decision to separate so that I could raise our newborn daughter while he could be happy with his new wife. Was I surprised or upset? Not at all, it was already clear when I was carrying our daughter, I was 20 years old and I…

…wanted so much to have a child and did so much to make it happen. I met my husband when I was 16, he was 25, behind him a divorce and a small daughter, and me with childhood wounds from being bullied at school because of my weight, and consequently my lack of self-confidence, and suddenly, love. He likes curvy women and we are happy. My father accepted him with difficulty but helped us rent our first place together. Dad was a wonderful person, remarkably wise and strong of spirit. For me he will remain the example of a man, a husband and a father, and I will talk about him in more detail later. Dad changed my life and I am endlessly grateful for that.

So my future husband appeared in my life not by chance, I was looking for him, and in my head I had a certain image, not just of his appearance but of his inner world too. When a woman has been unmarried for a long time, do not misunderstand, I was never lonely, but none of that was right for marriage. Unfortunately I did not find a man, and not because they were all bad. There were wonderful and successful ones in my life, but the timing was not right. I did not have the emotional and physical strength for daily meetings, sex, emotions. I could not give them what they expected from me, and they were not ready for all the problems in my life. I decided to limit myself to dates, dinners at restaurants and rare vacation trips.

And the time came when I understood that I wanted to live with a man I loved and enjoy the relationship, especially since the realization that much of my life was already behind me was a powerful motivator.

…But honestly the thought of a foreigner did not come right away. After 40 you understand that many things were left undone, for example learning a foreign language, doing sports or dancing, or at least yoga. All my life I was sure I did not have the time and money for all that, but eventually I understood it was not so, it was simply laziness. And one fine day I admitted to myself that physical activity was not for me, but learning a language was what I needed to feel new, to prove to myself that I had not gone numb from work, the constant lack of money and depression at the prospect of growing old on a hairdresser’s pension. So, decided, I would learn a foreign language, all that remained was to choose which one. Naturally it would be logical to assume I started learning English, since the whole world speaks it, but no, I chose French and began studying on my own with great pleasure and enthusiasm. My friend at that time was completely absorbed in a relationship with an American doctor, a beautiful friend, young, a fairly successful makeup artist and at that time my support and pillar. “Listen, stop dragging everything alone, find yourself a normal man who will be part of your life,” she told me every time I had problems. And one day what had to happen happened, I was registered on a dating site. It was not my idea, but my friend argued convincingly that my French needed live conversation, otherwise all my efforts would be wasted, and I gave in. Photos uploaded, candidate requirements listed, honestly there were quite a few requirements, and it was not about looks. I am one of those women for whom that is not very important, my preference would be for someone not too tall, with a sturdy body, bald and with slightly bowed legs, in general that was it, but when it came to personal qualities it was much more complicated. The image of the man was shaped by my father, who unfortunately died very young, at 55, and left me and my sister like two kittens with no understanding of how to live without him, how to solve every problem. Who do you ask for advice? In all the time I spent with Dad I do not remember him ever refusing me anything. All the family’s problems rested on him, we were behind a stone wall, my mother, my older sister, me and our children. My sister and I had two wonderful little girls, and our father, husband and grandfather left us. It is the greatest grief I have ever lived through.

So, that was when I knew I wanted to live with a man I loved and enjoy the relationship, especially since the realization that much of my life was already behind me was a powerful motivator.

Anyway, what else did I know about my foreign match? He had been married, has five children, has a house, wants to start a family, and that was enough for me. Apparently my brain refused to think logically and find out more about him. Apparently subconsciously I did not want to know more so as not to be disappointed ahead of time. I was ready to learn about him every day, and even some of his flaws, which of course exist, would seem cute to me and bring a smile. I think many women who dream of simple happiness have these same thoughts.

What is love? How do we know we love someone? No, I do not mean children and parents, I mean those we meet by chance or not, but feel they can change our life. A woman falls in love with what she feels next to a man, loved, desired, unique, protected, and it does not matter how he looks, what matters is what you feel next to him. We build an image and wait for it to fully match our expectations. But if your chosen one does not match, we get disappointed and often blame him, not ourselves.

They say people do not change. Far from it, my experience says the opposite, I changed, and the first radical changes began after the divorce. There was resentment and incomprehension, how could he do this to me when I loved him so much that at eighteen I cared for him in the hospital for more than four months. At that time a tragedy occurred and my husband was shot, the bullet went through almost all his organs and there was almost no hope of recovery. I remember sleeping in a wheelchair in a ward where, besides my husband, there were nine other men, that is when I learned what a colostomy bag is and how to change it. I lived in that ward, shared the sorrows and joys of the other guys, saw some of them abandoned by their wives, and I was terrified of losing my love. We were discharged home with tubes in his abdomen, and every day with trembling hands I cleaned them. We had a second surgery, and it was wonderful, he was gradually returning to normal life, and I was with him. And suddenly the affair, at the very moment I was carrying our daughter. I knew everything and was just waiting to give birth, after which we decided it was time to separate. My little girl saved me, but I had changed, and this was not only about men, over time I changed my attitude toward all people, and my work played a big role in that, the all-female workplace, and that says it all. No, of course there were also wonderful people, but unfortunately mostly it is a terrarium full of hissing snakes, and you cannot turn your back, someone will always stick a knife in it. At 20 I wanted to be friends with everyone, it seemed to me that if I was honest with others, open and guileless, I would surely be accepted into the group and loved, and that was a mistake. Over time I understood you should only open up to those who open up to you, and there are not many such people for me, but I do not need many, now I need just a handful. I am quite blunt, and as my loved ones say, my facial expression says it is better if you think before speaking to me, and maybe I am glad of that, that is how I filter who is around me, and every time I go out I put on my shell. By zodiac sign I am Cancer, and I fully match it, sensitive and vulnerable inside, but tough and hard on the outside, whether the people around me like it or not. All that is in the past, and now a new and happy life awaits me, I truly believed that. People often expect constant happiness from relationships, but real intimacy is not built on perfection. Everyone has their character, habits, fears and weaknesses. When two people learn to accept each other without trying to completely change one another, a feeling of calm and real attachment appears.

A man and a woman can be very different in how they express emotions, deal with problems or show care. But relationships become strong not because differences are absent, but because of the desire to understand and support each other despite them.

Attention to small things plays an important role, conversations, care, sincere interest, the ability to be there in a hard moment. Sometimes a simple “I understand you” means more than loud words of love.

Relationships also require freedom. When people start controlling each other or living only through their partner’s life, lightness gradually disappears. Healthy relationships are when two people are together but each remains themselves. Over time feelings change. Bright infatuation becomes calmer, but that is exactly when something deeper appears, the habit of caring, trusting and feeling someone as your own. And maybe that is exactly what makes relationships truly valuable. But unfortunately we do not always understand right away whether that person is right for us or not, sometimes it takes years to realize with regret that you were wrong.

The day of departure came, the evening train took me to Kyiv, Boryspil Airport. When you arrive there for the first time the emotions are very contradictory, on one hand it is travel and new horizons, on the other it is panic because you do not understand how everything works, getting through the checks, finding your gate, just the document check alone is something. At that time we needed a visa to travel to Europe, and it was checked very thoroughly. Everything went well and I was on the plane. What I felt at that moment is hard to describe, adrenaline, the anticipation of a miracle and the hope that I had found my person, that he would come to the airport to meet me and not change his mind along the way, that I would not have to think about how to get home since I had never bought a plane ticket on my own before, and most of all the language. A foreign country and you are alone. I pushed away all the negative thoughts and tuned in to the wave of happiness, savoring in advance the scent of French perfume and a cappuccino with a croissant in the company of the one I had been waiting for and looking for.

The flight went well, I came out following the whole crowd hoping they would lead me to my beloved, and there it was, another document check, and you feel awkward, in a foreign country you see how people in the other line have come home and do not need a check, they know where to go and nothing threatens them. Yes, I know that is normal and that is how customs control works all over the world, but right then I felt lonely. The man on the other side was still no one to me and owed me nothing, and I was scared.

I walked with my suitcase in hand, scanning the unfamiliar faces hoping to see the eyes I had seen on Skype, the eyes that had given me hope that I had met the one I would want to spend the rest of my life with. Among the crowd of people waiting I see those eyes and that smile that had won me over. Waiting for me was a tall, sturdy man with a bouquet of flowers and hope in his eyes. I think he felt the same doubts I did, what if she is not the one, what if it does not work out, and he had invited me into his home and would have to put up with my presence for a while. Luckily our first impressions of each other were positive, and our adventure began.

Waiting for me was a medium-sized village by French standards, with a population of about 250 people. It was right there that I understood France smells different in different places, and in the north it smells of grass, manure, sheep, and there are no tourists here, the locals are native French, simple people but cautious about welcoming strangers. They smile at you in the street, but in the only shop in town there is a lively discussion among the gathered neighbors about who has just arrived, who they are visiting, and what this person is even doing there.

Our relationship developed wonderfully, we spent a lot of time outside the house. The house, by the way, turned out to be big but not fully finished, I cannot say I was thrilled, but in general I looked to the future with optimism, we would do it all together. Five rooms, a big kitchen, a laundry room, a gym, a home theater, a living room with a door to the backyard where you could set up a barbecue area. I arrived just before Christmas and it was a little fairytale, I was introduced to some friends, we had a wonderful time together, and it seemed we got to know each other well enough to figure out whether the relationship was worth continuing. Of course it bothered me that the nearest supermarket was 20 kilometers away, there is a bakery (boulangerie), that is basically it, no café, no bar to get a cup of coffee, let alone any light shopping, in short a real French village. But it seemed to me I could be happy there, and at that point all the comforts I was used to seemed unimportant, after all people live there, so I could
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