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Prologue

Their names were Minna and Wilhelm and they were madly in love. Her father didn’t approve of him, naturally, so the two wrote letters to one another in secret and delivered them to the knothole of a tree for the other to find so they could keep their love for each other alive. But unlike most stories of forbidden love, this one did not end in tragedy with one or both of them dying, or being forced to live out their lives apart, or one moving on without the other. No this story ends with a wedding. Her father eventually backed down, and the two were married. All thanks to a tree…


Before Christmas

It was ungodly early, and no one should ever have to be in an airport at this hour. I was doing everything in my power not to fall asleep in line when I was ushered to the counter.

“Next,” the woman behind the counter called. I wandered forward and handed over my passport. “Have you checked in yet?” the woman asked.

“No,” I replied. “I tried to yesterday, but it kept telling me there was an error and I would just have to do it at the airport.”

“Alright,” she smiled, and began clicking away at her keyboard. After a few minutes of unusual silence on her end, she finally spoke, “Look, I’m very sorry to tell you this, but the reason you could not check in yesterday is because you’ve been bumped from this flight.”

“What?”

“Yes, I’m afraid we oversold your class of ticket.”

“Why would you sell more seats than you have?”

“It’s standard policy I’m afraid.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. If you don’t have a seat, don’t sell a ticket.”

She shrugged, “You’ve been put on another flight in an hour.”

“But I have a connection. That’s cutting it pretty close,” I glanced at her name tag, “Fiona.”

“Let me see what I can do for you.” She went back to tapping on the keyboard and I went back to thinking I was in some sort of nightmare I would soon wake from. I was dragged from the serenity of my bed to get to the airport in the freezing cold, and now I was being denied on the flight—this couldn’t be real. Then again, I should have expected this. “Okay,” her chipper voice broke my trance, “the only option I have for you is there is one seat left in business class on your original flight. I’m afraid there are no other flights I can put you on that will get you to your connecting flights on time.”

It was way too early for me to be dealing with this. “Fine, put me in business class then,” I yawned.

“It will be an extra six hundred, though.”

“Dollars?!” That woke me up. She nodded. “I’m not paying that! Why is it going to cost me extra? Shouldn’t you just upgrade me for free, seeing as you’re the ones who bumped me from this flight without my consent in the first place? That’s absurd,” I scoffed. Then I took a breath, “Look, I have to get on this flight. My cousin is getting married on Christmas Eve in Germany—because she’s kind of insane, but I’m her maid of honour. I get that you’re probably wondering why the maid of honour is only arriving at the destination wedding three days before the actual event, but it was the best I could do. My boss is a total asshole and I couldn’t get time off sooner because this is our busy season. And I get it—it’s the holidays, but it’s my cousin’s wedding. She’s basically my sister, so there has to be something you can do for me.”

Fiona looked back to her computer and by the movements her lips were making, I could tell she wasn’t going to give me any good news. “Look,” she began, “this really is your only option. There’s a flight leaving tomorrow night, but your entire trip would have to be rebooked and if there are any other delays or hiccups, I’m not sure if you’ll make it—this is our busy season, too. You can pay for the upgrade now and then file a complaint with the airline after for reimbursement.” Yeah, that’ll work. “I’m sorry.”

“Put it on this,” a voice interrupted from beside me and I watched as a credit card got handed over to Fiona. I turned to see who it belonged to and—ah, crap! Of course, as if my day couldn’t get any worse.

“Do you know this man?” Fiona asked.

“Yes,” I grumbled. “What are you doing?” I turned to him.

“Getting you to the wedding.”

“I can’t let you pay for this.”

“Sure you can,” he shrugged.

“No, really, I’ll figure something else out.”

“There are no other flights. If you don’t get on this one, you might not make it. It’s your job as maid of honour to do whatever it takes to make the wedding as smooth as possible for the bride, and I’m pretty sure you not showing up would not help things. As the best man, my duties are similar and I would consider getting the maid of honour to the wedding, to be in line with best man duties,” he smiled and nodded to Fiona to run his card. I can only imagine how long he must have been witnessing my conversation until he decided to step in.

“Are you sure?” Fiona asked me.

I sighed, “Yeah, fine.”

She clicked at her keyboard a few more times and then presented me with a new boarding pass and an annoyingly pleasant smile. “There you go. Have a nice flight.”

***

“You didn’t have to do that,” I began as we were walking to security. “And I’ll pay you back.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he smiled.

“Must be nice not to worry about six hundred dollars,” I mumbled.

“I heard that—and it is nice.” My face fell flat. “So,” he started when we were in the security line, “why did you tell her your boss was an asshole? Don’t you own your own business?”

I looked up at him and grinned, “Yeah, exactly.” Then I changed the subject, “So why are you not there already?”

“Same thing, I couldn’t get out of work any earlier and seeing as I’m extending my time in Germany after the wedding, I couldn’t take any more time off before.”

“What are you doing after the wedding?” I asked.

“There’s a conference there I’ve always wanted to attend. It runs the first week of January, but I’ve never been able to find the time. I figured this was the perfect opportunity, though. Get two birds stoned, you know.”

“Um…that’s not the saying,” I shook my head and couldn’t help but smile.

I was desperately trying to avoid him, but it seemed that we were going to be stuck together for the rest of our journey. It was one of those situations where now that you know you’re travelling with someone you know, you feel weird not hanging out with them.

“Well, we still have a bit of time to kill. Coffee?” he asked.

I shrugged, “Sure.” I did urgently need caffeine and that was going to be my first stop on the way to our gate anyway.

“Shouldn’t I be buying you coffee, seeing as you just paid to get me on the flight?” I asked as he pushed my hand away from reaching into my bag for my wallet and tapped his card before I could protest.

“I’ll put it on your tab,” he winked.

“Well, thanks.” I guess I shouldn’t complain. He was currently saving me six hundred and eight dollars—and seventy-six cents.

We sat opposite each other at a small table in the airport near our gate. He looked different from the last time I saw him. Although, the last time I saw him I was in his bed and he was naked on top of me, so… But I guess, technically, the last time I saw him was the morning after when he was sleeping and I snuck out of his apartment. I must have been staring a little too much at his flawlessly shaped face and dark hair that brushed onto his forehead in a perfectly imperfect way, because my thoughts were soon interrupted.

“You okay?” he asked.

“What?” I looked him in the eyes; those perfect almond eyes. No—stop it. “Yeah, sorry, I’m just still really tired. I’m not exactly a morning person.”

“Except when you have to sneak out of a guy’s apartment,” he took a sip of his coffee.

“Okay, you know what—fine. I figured this would come up eventually. You said you didn’t want anything serious and I agreed, so we left it at that. And, I left you a note, you could have texted me or something if you wanted to.”

“It didn’t seem like you wanted me to. But anyway, I’m not holding it against you. I did say I wasn’t looking for anything serious. My work schedule is crazy and I definitely don’t have time for a relationship.”

“See, so it all worked out,” I smiled.

“It would seem so.” He took another sip of his coffee, “So,” he started again, “any other plans for while you’re in Germany? Or just the wedding?”

“Same as you, kind of. I’m taking a few extra days after the wedding and going to Munich. I’ll spend a few days there and I’m going to take the train to the Neuschwanstein Castle. I’ve always wanted to see it, so I may as well while I’m there. I don’t know if I’ll ever get the chance to go back to Germany. Then I’m leaving on New Year’s Eve.”

“You’re not going to spend New Year’s Eve with your family?”

I shook my head, “No. It was the cheapest to fly back then. I guess not a lot of people want to spend their New Year’s Eve on a plane.”

“Well, it sounds fun what you’re doing.” He then turned to his phone, “We should head to the gate,” and he down the rest of his coffee.

Thirteen hours I spent with that man because of course we were on all the same flights and it was weird to not acknowledge each other now, but luckily I wasn’t sitting next to him for our flights and we only had to make obligatory small talk on our layover. We had two hours to kill before boarding our final flight, so we got some food and then he worked on his laptop for the rest of the time. I was left to entertain myself, which I was perfectly content with. I wandered around the airport and popped in and out of some overpriced shops until it was finally time to board again and make the final journey to Hamburg. I spent some of my time in the airport looking up the various Christmas markets in Hamburg that I wanted to visit. There were many to choose from, and it was hard to pick only a few. The German Christmas markets are world-renowned, and it has always been a dream of mine to visit them. I was going to make my cousin Clara go to as many of them as we can squeeze in before the wedding.

When we finally made it to Hamburg, it was smooth sailing through customs and both of us were looking forward to crashing in our hotel rooms. There’s a specific type of exhausted you get from travelling that is incomparable to any other.

“Hey!” I could hear my name being called and looked to find where it was coming from. “Isley!” Then I saw them—mostly my cousin—waving frantically and bouncing in place. When we got close enough to her, she ran to me, throwing herself in my arms. Then she noticed who I was with. “Cassian! Were you guys on the same flight? That’s a funny coincidence.”

I leaned in and wrapped my arm around her shoulders, her golden curls brushing my cheek, and whispered to her, “Don’t act like you didn’t know,” then kissed her on the cheek. Her fiancé, Max, was there too and greeted Cassian with a hug when he got closer to him as well. “Well, I don’t think there’s exactly a plethora of flights from Vancouver to Germany three days before Christmas.”

“True. Well, I’m so glad you made it. Hopefully everything went smoothly?” asked Clara.

“Um,” I glanced at Cassian, “yeah. As smooth as air travel is nowadays,” I smiled.

Clara and Max were perfect for each other. It was one of those love at first sight moments you didn’t think existed until you witnessed it in real life. Clara and I were in a bar back home when Max and Cassian walked in. The moment they locked eyes on one another, it was fate and we all knew they would never be apart again. Max was originally from Hamburg, but had studied in Canada for university where he met Cassian. I always thought Clara was lucky to find someone with an instant excuse for European travel built in.

“So,” began Clara when we were in the car, “what do you want to do first?” she asked me.

“Honestly, I really want a nap. But then I want to go to a Christmas market.” 

“Sounds like a good plan,” added Max. “Why don’t I drop you two off at the hotel and then we can plan to go to a market later this evening? They have great food we can get for dinner.”

“Okay,” I agreed. It was nice to have a vacation where I didn’t have to plan everything and we had Max to take us around to the various markets.

“Oh, and then I have something fun planned for us tomorrow night, as a sort of mini bachelorette party,” added Clara.

“What kind of fun?” I skeptically asked.

“Apparently there’s an X-rated Christmas market in the red-light district.”

“Um…I don’t even know what an X-rated Christmas market would entail, and I’m not sure I want to find out,” I replied.

“Oh, come on,” Clara pleaded. “It’ll be fun. Live a little—you’re so uptight about that stuff.”

Cassian was being surprisingly quiet during this conversation.

“I am not. I just prefer to think of Christmas as a warm and happy holiday where you sip hot chocolate by the fire with a cheesy Hallmark movie playing—not a sexy one. Although, it might help me understand all those songs about women wanting to be with Santa. Is Santa sexy here?” I jested at Max.

“Not usually,” he replied, “but maybe the one at this market will be.”

“Alright, I will think about it,” I said to Clara. She rolled her eyes.

“Well, here we are,” informed Max as he pulled up to the hotel we were all staying at. Normally, it would be against European customs to have your guests stay in a hotel, but I don’t think Max’s parents could house all the guests for the wedding. While it was a smaller wedding, seeing as not everyone can just go to Germany for Christmas, there were still enough guests to warrant a hotel. Clara offered for me to stay with her and Max at his parent’s house, but I’ve always been the type of person that is slightly uncomfortable staying in someone else’s home—especially with people you’ve never met before.

***

“Sweetheart!” Oh, great—my mother. I smiled and walked toward the woman with her arms outstretched in the hotel lobby. She pulled me into a hug, but I was quickly pushed aside when she caught a glimpse of the man standing beside me. “Who’s this? Did you bring a date?” Her smile was way too eager.

“This is Cassian—Max’s best man.” I looked at Cassian, “This is Grace, my mother.”

“Oh,” she put on her most charming smile for him and held out her hand. He shook it and smiled back. “So, what do you do for a living?” Getting right to it—classic Mom.

He seemed slightly taken aback at the question, as if he had to think about his profession. “Um, I’m a pediatric surgeon,” he replied.

I thought I was going to have to pick my mother’s jaw up off of the floor. “Really?” she glanced at me and smiled, then turned her attention back to Cassian, “And are you single?”

“Mom!”

“Why? Are you looking?” he grinned.

“Oh my God,” I rolled my eyes.

“Unfortunately, no,” my mother replied. “But you know who is—”

“And I’m going to go check in.” I shoved past them but could still hear them talking behind me.

“Nah, been there before—she doesn’t like me,” said Cassian.

What? Yeah, just tell my mother we slept together why don’t you?

“What?” my mother gasped. I could feel my mother’s eyes burning a hole in the back of my head. “Excuse me,” she politely said to him and she was soon shuffling along beside me. “What is wrong with you?” my mother asked me when we were at the front desk. “Did you not hear what he does for a living? He literally saves babies.” This woman was, in fact, the real-life embodiment of Moira Rose and the word babies reflected that to a tee.

“Thank you, Mom—I know.”

“Look, I’m all for you living the life of a spinster if that’s what you ultimately choose, but darling,” she not so subtly nodded toward Cassian.

I didn’t even notice the man behind the counter coming over to us until a voice joined our conversation, “He is an attractive man. I mean, I don’t swing that way, but if I did…”

I turned to the concierge, “Can I just check in please? Isley, I-S-L-E-Y Reid.”

He turned to his computer and started clicking. “Cool name.”

“Thanks,” I groaned.

“You know,” began my mother to the concierge, “I chose it because while I was pregnant with her, she would always kick to the song “Shout” by The Isley Brothers. It was like she was having her own little dance party in my womb. I thought it’d be unique!”

“It is,” agreed the concierge.

Then I turned back to my mother, “Anyway, you’ve known him for all of thirty seconds. Just because he’s a hot doctor, I should sign right up?”

“Well, they were thirty very impressionable seconds, sweetheart.”

I was soon checked in and headed for my room. I was in the elevator with Cassian and my mom waiting for the doors to close when my mother conveniently remembered something, “Oh, you know, I was going to ask the concierge about booking a massage tomorrow,” and she rushed out of the elevator leaving Cassian and I behind. Real original, Mom.

“Your mom’s awesome,” he said as the doors closed.

I finally did get some rest but was awoken by the sound of my phone notifying me I had a message. It was Clara informing me that they were going to pick us up for the Christmas market at five o’clock. I looked at my phone and I must have slept for longer than I thought, because I only had about half an hour to get ready.

I met my mom and dad in the lobby, and we were soon joined by Cassian. Thank God Max and Clara walked in just as Cassian showed up. Clara’s mom was with them, too. My aunt Mel was a free spirit—to say the least. She’s a single mother and when she got pregnant, she moved in with my parents. My mom was already pregnant with me, so Clara and I were basically raised together and she was the sister I never had. Eventually, they did move to their own place, but the bond Clara and I had never broke.

“Is everyone ready?” Max asked. “We’re going to go to the main Weihnachtsmarkt, which is the one outside the city hall.”

“Sounds great!” I replied.

“We’re about a ten-minute walk away.”

The weather this time of year in Hamburg was very mild. Not at all what you would expect from December. I was slightly bummed there wasn’t any snow on the ground to add to the Christmas spirit, but the city and the market certainly made up for it.

It was like stepping into a European fairytale; the vendor stalls carved from wood, the homemade gifts and gingerbread, and the lights everywhere. A large illuminated tree was at the centre of the market and the various Christmas decorations made the entire atmosphere a cozy holiday surrounding.

“Should we wander first, or get some food?” Clara asked the group when we arrived at the market.

We all collectively agreed; food. It was difficult not to stop at every vendor on the way toward the food, however. Each one had its own enticing merchandise, and I was taking mental notes of all the ones I wanted to go back to. One in particular caught my attention. They were hand carved wooden figurines and a specific carving made me pause briefly as we were walking past, but my attention was soon redirected when the overwhelming scent of German cuisine caught my senses.

We ate at a table set up near the vendors that were selling food. No one could decide on what they wanted, so we opted to get some of everything and shared. My favourite was the goulash served in a bread bowl. It was exactly the type of food you would want to warm your soul while revelling in the merriment of the Christmas market. We washed our food down with some mulled wine, and then were satisfied enough to start shopping. Although, I was definitely finding dessert later—the chimney cakes also caught my eye.

I wandered the market with Clara, while the others ventured off in their own pairs or groups. I had left Clara for a moment to track down a chimney cake—was there any better combination than warm dough with cinnamon sugar—and I was about to take my first bite when I was greeted by a familiar face.

“Hey,” Cassian said as he walked up to me.

“Hi,” I replied.

“Looks like we had the same idea,” he nodded to the chimney cake in my hands. There wasn’t a line at this particular moment, so Cassian got his rather quickly. “How are you liking the market so far?” he asked.

I swallowed a bit of cinnamon sugared pastry and replied, “It’s great. I think the only thing that’s saving me from buying excessive holiday décor and souvenirs is the size of my suitcase.”

He smiled, “Yeah, there’s certainly lots of stuff here. Nothing like the Christmas markets back home.”

“You frequent Christmas markets back home?” I mocked.

“Well, not usually, but I have been to one or two.”

“Yeah, I wish we had this level of holiday merriment back home. But I guess the fact that we’re in a European country just adds to the wonder.”

“Yes, the fact that we’re in Germany does make it about a hundred times cooler.”

Then my mother found us. “Ah, indulging in some warm sugared delight, I see.” Only my mother could make chimney cakes sound inappropriate. Then she turned to Cassian, “So, Cassian, what exactly is it that my daughter finds unappealing about you?”

I was going to die.

He ran a hand through his hair, “I wish I knew—I am the whole package,” he raised his eyebrows to me.

“Well, apparently everyone but my daughter can see that.”

“I’m going to go find Clara,” I stated and abandoned Cassian to my mother’s nosiness.

Clara was at a stall looking at Christmas tree ornaments when I found her. “Hey, did you find a chimney cake?” she asked.

“Yes—and Cassian. My mother is interrogating him as we speak.”

She grinned, “Sounds fun.”

We finally made it back to the carver’s stall that had captured my attention earlier. The carving I had seen before was still there. It was a tree with a ladder up to a knothole in its trunk and a couple was carved kissing at the base of it. As I was studying the intricacies of it, the older woman tending the stall noticed me.

“That is Die Bräutigamseiche,” she began. “The Bridegroom’s Oak.”

“The what?” I replied.

“It is a five-hundred-year-old oak tree in the Dodauer Forst, a forest only about an hour from here.” Clara had joined me when the woman started speaking, so she addressed us both, “It is said that back in 1890, two lovers used the tree’s knothole to send each other letters in secret. Her father did not approve of the man she loved, so this was their only option to keep their love alive. Eventually, her father gave in, and they were married under the branches of that very oak tree. Today, you can go there and people all over the world looking for love can drop a letter in the knothole. You can then take a letter out and answer it if you choose. And who knows—maybe you will find your true love.”

“Wait,” I interrupted, “this tree still exists?”

The woman nodded. “Yes. It’s the only tree in the world with its own mailing address and postman. The only rule is that if you open a letter you don’t want to answer, you put it back so it has the chance to find the one who will answer it.”

“We’re going there,” stated Clara.

“What?”

“Tomorrow. We don’t have any other plans. Come on, it’ll be fun,” Clara pleaded. “She said it’s only an hour away.” 

“I don’t know. I might be twenty-eight and single, but I’m not sure I’m desperate enough to leave my matchmaking up to a tree.”

“It’s not desperate, it’s romantic. Please. It’s my bachelorette party, and this is what I want to do.”

“I thought you wanted to go to that X-rated Christmas market?”

“Well, we can probably do both,” she shrugged.

I smiled at the vendor to thank her for the story and we headed off to meet up with the rest of the group.

“Yeah, I’ve heard of that tree,” said Max when we found him, Cassian, and his sister at one of the market stalls. They were sampling various alcohols. “It’s responsible for something like over a hundred marriages.”

Clara smacked my arm with the back of her hand. “See, you could be in that statistic.”

“I don’t know, a hundred or so marriages over the last hundred and thirty years isn’t that great of a success rate,” I replied.

“Well, hold on,” added Cassian. “That’s about one a year—it’s certainly not bad for a tree. It’s probably on par with human matchmakers.” This conversation would have been slightly less excruciating if Cassian wasn’t currently holding Max’s nine-month-old nephew and hadn’t just been playing peek-a-boo with him when Clara and I found them. My ovaries were going to burst inside me if I watched them a second longer.

“And how would you know that?” I sneered at him. He just smirked in response. “Well, anyway. We can go to the forest, but I’m not promising I’ll write a letter.”

“Yay!” Clara cheered.

“We can go tomorrow after breakfast,” said Max.

Tomorrow came all too soon. I wasn’t exactly thrilled with the prospect of heading to this forest, but I looked it up and it seemed like a beautiful place to spend an afternoon. In a surprising turn of events, Max’s grandmother came with us as apparently it’s her Christmas tradition to write a letter and leave it in the tree. Max’s grandfather died five years ago, and she’s been writing a letter to him ever since, as Christmas was his favourite time of year.

I was squished between Cassian and Clara in the back seat as Max’s grandmother got to ride shotgun. Clara insisted I sit in the middle because I’m skinnier, but we all know that was a load of bullshit, as we’re basically the same size. So there I was, pressed right up against Cassian for the next hour, and his scent was giving me flashbacks of the night we had together.

When I was finally freed from my torturous confinement, the warmth of the day hit my face like a soft caress. We walked patiently to the tree as Max’s grandmother couldn’t move that quickly, but we were all enjoying the opportunity to slow down and just enjoy the scenery and company. She told us all about how she and her husband met and their love story. They met after the war when everyone was getting back on their feet, and while it was uncertain times, their love for one another was anything but.

There weren’t many people at the tree today except for some tourists, however, it wasn’t the tree’s busy season so we didn’t have to wait long. Max climbed the ladder for his grandmother and put the letter in.

“Last chance to write a letter,” Clara nudged me.

“I didn’t bring any paper.” Clara reached into her bag and took out a blank piece of paper and an envelope. I should have known.

“Come on,” she pleaded with me.

“Fine,” I sighed, and snatched the paper out of her hand. “But this is your wedding present,” I joked.

Love letter. Love letter. What does one write in a love letter? It didn’t help that I felt like the whole group was impatiently waiting for me to finish.

Dear Future Husband, I scribbled. Sure, that sounds good. I’m writing this letter in hopes that one day we will meet and live a life of extraordinary adventure. I’m a 28 year old female, looking for a man. I own my own business in Vancouver, Canada and I’m not really interested in long distance so unless you’re totally and completely awesome, I’d prefer it if you’re at least from the same country—or somewhere really cool. I will consider relocation if you happen to live somewhere mindblowingly awesome. I’ll determine if it falls into that category upon presentation of your hometown. Sincerely, Isley (eye-lee) Reid. P.S. If you’re not into pasta, just put this letter back now.

“Alright,” I sighed when I had finished sealing my letter into the envelope. “I’m done.” I walked over to the tree and reluctantly plunked the envelope inside the knothole. “Here’s to meeting my future husband,” I sarcastically grinned at Clara.

“Your turn now,” smiled Clara at Cassian.

“Come again?” he turned to her.

“Go take a letter out,” she motioned to the tree as more women were dropping their letters inside.

“No,” Cassian shook his head. “This was for Isley to find a husband—I don’t need one.”

She rolled her eyes at him. “Go on,” she pushed.

“I’m good. Let’s just enjoy the rest of this walk around the forest. I’m getting hungry for lunch anyway. We can find a picnic spot.”

“Fine,” Clara grumbled. “But you haven’t heard the last of this.”

“Oh, I know,” declared Cassian as he nudged Clara ahead of him and we ventured further.

Our picnic lunch rivaled a Michelin star restaurant. I’m pretty sure Max’s grandmother had packed her entire kitchen and there were no rumbling stomachs when we were done. Mental note: take a European grandmother with you when going on a picnic. I wasn’t even sure if any of us would make it back to the car because of how full we were. We eventually found ourselves back at the tree, and Clara couldn’t resist the opportunity to pester Cassian again.

“Last chance,” she poked him. “Go take a letter.”

“Noooo,” he sung back.

“Please. For me?”

“No,” he stated this time.

“Come on, man, it could be fun. You can put it back if you don’t want to answer it,” added Max.

“Fine. You two are persistent.” He walked slowly over to the tree and climbed the ladder and pulled out a letter. He hopped back down and looked at the name on the front of the envelope, then turned it over and opened it. We waited a couple of minutes for him to finish reading. When he was done, he just smiled and folded it up and placed it in his jacket pocket.

“So, who did you get?” asked Clara when he rejoined us.

“I’m not telling you,” he replied.

“What? Come on.”

He shook his head, “Nope. You made me do this. Now this is my little secret.”

“Well, what’s her name at least?” asked Max.

He grinned, “I’ll tell you at my wedding.”

“You know,” I began, “you should really put that letter back if you don’t intend to answer it. That poor girl was hoping to find the love of her life—and instead, she gets you.”

“Who says I’m not going to answer it?” he folded his arms across his chest.

“Whatever,” I rolled my eyes.

I managed to convince Clara to sit in the middle this time for the drive back. We had spent the beginning of the afternoon at the forest and I was itching to hit up another Christmas market when we got back to the city. My eagerness to visit another market didn’t seem shared with the rest of the group, however. Max needed to get his grandmother home and Clara just wanted to relax for a bit, so I had to venture out on my own.

“I’ll come with you,” said Cassian as we were saying goodbye to Clara and Max.

Great. “Yeah, sure,” I smiled, hiding my displeasure for the situation.

We headed to the main Christmas market in the shopping streets. It was lined with evergreen trees to create the illusion of a winter forest in the middle of the city. I easily could have gotten lost there for hours; the scent of fresh pine tickling my nose. There was so much to see and experiences to indulge in. We grabbed some hot beverages to sip while wandering and soon found ourselves chatting away as if we were old friends and not just acquaintances that rarely spent time with one another.

“So, you’re really not going to tell us who wrote the letter?” I asked.

He shook his head, “Nope.”

“You’re no fun,” I jested.

“I don’t know. You seemed to be having a lot of fun the last time you were with me,” he winked.

My face soured. “You know, I don’t seem to remember it that way.”

“Really? Just not at all?”

“Eh,” I shrugged, “wasn’t that memorable.”

He leaned in close to me and I had to catch my breath before he spoke. “You and I both know you’re just telling yourself that.” He paused a moment, his lips a whisper from mine. Then he pulled back and grinned teasingly at me.  

We meandered around the city for a while after we had our fill of the market and eventually found ourselves back at the hotel. Clara was going to meet me there in a couple of hours for her bachelorette party at the X-rated market for her last hurrah. It seemed even after being persuaded to go to the forest, and write a letter, I still wasn’t going to get out of going to that market.

I perused the various social medias for a while when I got to my hotel room—it seemed the jetlag was hitting me a little more than I had expected and I needed the mindlessness to decompress. But before long, it was time to meet Clara in the lobby and head out into the city again. Unfortunately, it wasn’t going to be just Clara and I. My mother and aunt, along with Max’s mom and sister, were all waiting in the lobby for me when I finally stepped out of the elevator. If this market wasn’t going to be uncomfortable enough, adding family to the mix would certainly do it.

***

“I am so uncomfortable right now,” I said to Clara as we were standing at a stall selling rather pornographically posed sexy Santa pictures holding a gift barely big enough to cover the good bits.

“Oh, come on,” smiled Clara.

“Why would you invite our mothers—and Max’s to this?”

“It’s fun—and she’s European. This isn’t anything new to them. Plus, our moms are the chillest when it comes to stuff like this. It’s you that makes it uncomfortable. Your mother bugs you all the time to get on it because she wants grandkids. I think she’s very familiar with where babies come from. ”

“Okay, well, can we please do something with less dicks tomorrow?”

She laughed, “Sure. We have a spa day booked. It’ll be pampering all day, and the only nakedness you’ll have to encounter is if you choose to bare it all in the steam rooms.”

“Good. And I won’t be baring it all.”

“I figured.”

At least the food at this market was still exceptional, and the mulled wine went down a little too easily. It didn’t help that you could add an extra shot of a liqueur of your choosing to it, and I may have indulged slightly more than I would have normally to help alleviate the discomfort I was feeling having my mother at the market with me. Thankfully, she, my aunt, and Max’s mom seemed to go off with each other and left me, Clara, and Max’s sister to wander around.

“Oh, you have to get this for your wedding night,” I teased Clara as I pulled out a set of bright red lingerie trimmed with green fur from one of the stalls. “Come on, it’ll be Christmas Eve, after all.”

“No thanks,” she giggled. “I’ve already got that covered.”

“Suit yourself.”

“You could get something though,” she added.

“Um, no.”

Was it my mother’s superpower to always find me when I don’t want her around? “Well, I don’t know about you two, but I’m having a blast,” she laughed. “That stall over there is selling phallic shaped soap—I bought some!”

“For what?” I asked.

“I don’t know, I’ll put them in my bathroom. They’ll make your father rather uncomfortable. Did you girls find anything?”

“Not really,” I replied.

“I got a funny sexy Santa postcard, but that’s all,” added Clara, pulling out the card from her bag and showing my mom.

When the group finally had enough of the explicitness of the market, we made our way back to the hotel and I said goodbye to Clara in the lobby. My mother was unquestionably more intoxicated than she should be, but once I got her to her room, my father was more than happy to take over wrangling her to bed.

I stepped out of the elevator and had to take a moment leaning against the wall. The hallway was spinning slightly and I couldn’t quite get my bearings to find my way to my room just yet. Then the familiar ding of the elevator startled me and I glanced up to watch the doors open and its occupant walk out.

“Looks like you guys had fun,” greeted Cassian. Why was he half-naked? Did I really have that much to drink that I’m now picturing him shirtless? I looked up at him, but couldn’t form words for some reason. I blinked for a moment, or at least I thought it was a moment. My eyes were still closed when I heard him talking again, “Sorry, I was just at the fitness centre and it’s pretty dead this time of night.” I still couldn’t form words, but managed to pry my eyes open.

What? Where did he get a shirt from?

“Okay, maybe I’ll help you to your room,” he added.

I sat on the edge of my bed and waited as Cassian poured me a glass of water—then another one after I downed the first. Then, I could finally speak again, “Why are you not in a similar state as me? Didn’t you guys go out tonight for Max’s bachelor party, too?”

“We did, but Max isn’t really the partying type. We just went to a pub for a few drinks and then called it a night. I got back only about an hour ago then decided to do a quick workout before bed.”

“Fair enough,” I replied.

“So, did you get anything fun at the market?” he mocked.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I replied in a sultry tone. Then I stood to get some more water, but when I did, my legs didn’t seem to work the way I intended them to and I stumbled.

“You okay?” he asked as he stopped me from crashing into him.

“Yeah,” I replied, then bounced in place for a second as my ankle didn’t seem to want to support my weight. “Ow.”

“Here, let me look.”

“No, I’m fine,” I replied and pushed him away from me, limping over to the dresser to put the glass down.

“You’re not fine,” he said. “Come here.”

“No, it’s fine. It’s just…” I shook my ankle. “See, all good,” but I winced again as I tried to put my weight on it. I turned to head for the bathroom to try to get away from him, but suddenly I was in his arms and he was carrying me back to the bed and sitting me on it.

“Just let me look at it,” he insisted.

“No,” I whined.

“I’m a doctor.”

“For babies.”

“Well, you’re kind of acting like one right now,” he retorted.

“Fine.” I placed my leg on the bed for him to look at. He far too sensually removed my sock and rolled up my pant leg (thank God I shaved), then he proceeded to roll my ankle around and poke at it. It took everything in me not to crumble under his touch. All I wanted to do was throw him back onto the bed and climb on top of him.

“You’ll be fine,” he smiled.

“Yeah, that’s what I told you.”

“Well, I’ll let you be for the night.” He stood and headed for the door. I don’t know what came over me, but I suddenly found myself following him out. He stopped before the door and leaned against it, one arm above his head, and raised his eyebrows suggestively. I was standing in front of him. We were in a staring match for far too long, both of us too stubborn to be the one to make a move first, and yet I was absentmindedly fiddling with the hem of his shirt. When my finger brushed his skin hiding underneath it, he finally added, “Unless you want me to stay?”

“Why would I want you to do that?” I looked up at him.

He leaned in. I was suddenly all too aware of his lightly tanned muscles hiding behind only a thin piece of fabric mere inches from me. My hand had somehow found its way up his shirt and I was rubbing a finger against his warm skin. “You tell me,” he whispered. It was probably only a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity until he finally took my hand and moved it off of him, then turned the door handle and opened it. “Sweet dreams,” he winked, and he was gone.

***

Don’t do it. Don’t do it. Don’t do it. He’s probably asleep now, anyway. I was fidgeting cross-legged in the middle of the bed, contemplating going to Cassian’s room. What is wrong with me? I could pretend I need him to look at my ankle again? No, that’s too obvious. Maybe I’ll just message him and see if he’s still awake. I grabbed my phone and opened the messaging app, but couldn’t bring myself to actually send anything. Then, I finally had enough. I’ll just go for a walk and if I end up at his room, I’ll decide then if I want to see if he’s still awake.

Yes!

Great plan.

I walked the halls up and down three times, then rode the elevator from the top to the lobby twice. Then I found myself outside of his room. Just knock. Don’t be so weird about it. If he’s asleep, it’ll be like it never happened. If he’s not, then hopefully you can come up with some excuse as to why you’re here. Yeah, okay—I hate myself right now.

And I knocked.

Thank God he didn’t answer. I breathed a sigh of relief that the universe had made the decision for me and saved me from embarrassment. I turned to head back to the elevator when the door opened—damn it. But then again, I did knock.

“Miss me already?” he greeted.

I acted confused. It was the best I could think of on the spot. We’ll blame the slight intoxication. “Huh?” I replied. Then I made an obvious show of glancing at the number on his door. “Wrong room. I was looking for—”

“No you weren’t,” and he grabbed me and pulled me inside. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked when he had closed the door and had me pressed up against it. “You’re kind of drunk.”

“Yeah, it’s great,” I smiled back. He then brushed a hand against my cheek and moved it to the back of my neck, pulling me into him. His lips covered mine with searing passion and he lifted me up, pressing a hand against the door to brace himself as my legs wrapped around his waist. He broke the contact of our lips only for a second, but that second was all it took for a sudden wave of regret to wash over me. “Wait,” I said when he went back for more. “Maybe this is a bad idea.” He let go slightly and I lowered myself back to the floor.

“If you say so,” he replied, his forehead pressed against mine. He was breathing deeply, and I could feel every inch of him still pressed against me.

I took a deep breath, “We probably shouldn’t. I don’t want anything to be weird at the wedding. I don’t want anything to ruin Clara’s day.”

“I don’t see how this would, but if you’ve changed your mind, that’s fine.”

“I honestly don’t know what I want right now.” He took a step away from me. My heart was still pounding out of my chest. “Maybe I should just go,” I added.

“Up to you,” he shrugged.

“Well, don’t say it like that,” I replied.

“Like what?”

“Like you don’t care if I stay or go.”

“Isley, obviously I want you to stay, but it is up to you.”

“Ugh, forget it.” I turned and opened the door and marched into the hall. He didn’t come after me, but I wasn’t entirely sure I would have wanted him to.

***

The next morning, I was waiting in the lobby for Clara to arrive so we could go to the spa together. I was slightly surprised to see Max with her when she walked in, but I assumed it was because he was driving us there. Then Cassian arrived.

“Oh, do you guys have plans for today too?” my stupidly naive self asked.

The guys looked at me for a moment. “No, we’re all going. Didn’t Clara tell you?” asked Max. I shot Clara a look that suggested she was not my favourite person at the moment. She just acted oblivious and brushed me off.

“No, she didn’t. I thought it was a girls’ outing.”

“We thought it’d be nice to spend a day treating you guys. You know, you came all this way, and we couldn’t have our wedding without you,” smiled Clara. She was really pushing her luck with me at the moment. But I smiled back and decided to not let her get to me. She meant well, even if it came off as meddling.

Even with the addition of Cassian and Max, the spa was everything I needed. I figured we wouldn’t even run into the guys, as we were all off having our various treatments. The universe has a truly cruel sense of humour, though. As if I wasn’t already suffering enough, it turns out I had to endure various steam rooms with Clara, Max, and Cassian, and the dress code didn’t exactly leave things to the imagination. Thankfully, it was only forty-five more minutes until Clara and I had manicures and pedicures, which the guys wouldn’t be attending, so I just had to make it through a few more steams until my salvation.

“This is really nice,” said Cassian as we were in one of the steam rooms, “thanks guys.”

“No problem,” replied Max.

“Yeah, you guys are doing so much for us as maid of honour and best man—it’s the least we can do,” added Clara.

“It’s nothing guys, really,” I added. “Of course we were going to come out here for you.”

Clara smiled and squeezed my hand as a sign of thanks. “Well, I need some water,” and she hopped up from the bench.

“I’ll come with you,” said Max, and just like that, Cassian and I were left alone in a steam-filled room.

I was about to jump up and follow them when Cassian said, “Do you think they planned that?”

“I wouldn’t put it past Clara. No offence, but you guys were probably only invited because of this,” and I motioned to the two of us sitting alone in our bathing suits together.

“What, you mean Max didn’t want to spend a whole day at the spa?” he mocked.

“Yeah, I don’t really see Max as a spa guy.”

“He’s not,” replied Cassian.

“Yeah, he’s probably just more of a Clara in a bikini guy,” I joked.

Cassian chuckled, “Yeah. I, however, am enjoying this.”

I was slightly taken aback by his comment. “Really?” I replied.

“Yeah. I’m a you in a bikini guy,” he bantered back.

“This isn’t a bikini,” I motioned to my one-piece bathing suit.

“Doesn’t matter. But, seriously, I am having a good time,” he grinned; that stupidly charming smile I could get lost in for days.

“Yeah, it is nice,” I finally said. Then the door opened and Clara and Max were back.

“What were you guys talking about?” asked Clara when she sat down beside me.

“Nothing, just about how perfect you two are for each other,” I replied. “Anyway, I’m going to go get some water too, and then I’ll meet you outside for our pedicures.”

“Okay,” she smiled, and I hurried out of the steam room.

My mind was wandering far too much as the woman doing my pedicure was massaging up and down my legs. The steam rooms hadn’t been relaxing at all. All they did was make me think of Cassian and his muscles, and his perfect lips, and his—seriously, stop!

 “So, we’ll start with hair and make-up tomorrow morning at eleven o’clock, followed by—Isley, are you listening?” Clara slightly startled me and I almost kicked the woman painting my toenails.

“Yes,” I turned to her. “Sorry, I was just—never mind,” I smiled, now giving her my full attention.

“Anyway, it doesn’t matter. The hair and make-up lady is coming to your room at eleven tomorrow.”

“Okay,” I nodded. “Any last-minute things we need to do before tomorrow?” I asked.

Clara shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. All that’s left is to just show up and party.”

“I can definitely do that.”

“Oh, and you and Cassian have to dance together with us at our first dance,” she slyly added in.

“Excuse me?”

“Yeah, I decided it might be nice to have you two join in after a minute of Max and I dancing. I’m not crazy about the whole first dance thing to begin with, but Max really wants it, so this way all eyes will be less on just the two of us.”

“You know it’s your wedding, right? All eyes will be all on you all night. Also, you just happened to decide this right now? This has nothing to do with Cassian and I, and how everyone seems to think we need to be together?”

“No,” she lied. “It’ll be more traditional this way, and my wedding doesn’t have much of that, so I think it’ll be a nice touch. Please, I need you up there with me. It’ll probably only be for a minute and then other people will know to join in too.”

“You really think you can just spring this on me the day before your wedding? Especially without even letting us practice. What if he’s a terrible dancer?”

“He’s not,” she smiled. “If you can follow, he can lead.”

“Whatever,” I rolled my eyes. “Fine, I’ll do it for you,” I sighed.

“Good.”

A day of pampering really sucks the energy right out of you. I’ve never fully understood how something that is supposed to calm, relax, and rejuvenate you just ends up making you more tired and in the mood for a nap after. I didn’t have time for that, though. I only had an hour to get ready before dinner with Max’s family. Max’s parents had booked out an entire restaurant for the private event.

***

“You know,” greeted Cassian when I was standing by the bar after dinner, “I was already regretting letting you leave my room last night—you didn’t have to wear that dress.”

A slight smile grew on my face, “Yeah, well, your attire isn’t exactly making me content with my decision either,” I casually flirted back. He looked the epitome of handsome in his suit, with his wavy hair neatly combed back.

“I know,” he smirked. We stood side by side, watching Clara and Max dance for a moment. “You know,” he began, “I think those two are the first couple that truly made me understand this whole meant for each other thing.”

“Yeah, they really do belong together. It was like they were each the answer to a question they didn’t know the other was even looking for.”

“Wow, okay,” he nodded. “I think you read too many sappy romances.”

“Shut up,” I slapped his chest with the back of my hand. “So, I guess we have to dance together tomorrow, too.”

“Yeah. Max not so subtly slipped that into our conversation earlier. It’s ok though, I was planning on holding you sinfully close to me on the dance floor anyway.” My heart picked up speed. “Well,” he took a breath and placed his glass on the bar, leaning into me slightly, “come find me later if you’re bored. Or if you want to practice our dance,” he whispered.

“Unlikely. Clara’s staying in my room tonight. You know, the whole the-bride-and-groom-not-sleeping-together-the-night-before-the-wedding thing.”

“That’s a thing?” I nodded. “Well, it’s not our wedding tomorrow,” he winked and then walked away.

“So, that’s the guy Mom wants you to marry?” I turned to find my little brother suddenly at my side. “I do get it—he is handsome.”

“Why does everyone keep telling me that? Do they think I don’t have eyes? I can see it too.”

“So what’s wrong with him, then?” he asked with a sip of his drink.

I sighed, “Nothing on paper. He’s not interested in a relationship. His work schedule is too busy for one.”

“Sounds like an excuse.”

“Yeah, well, it doesn’t matter,” I took a sip of my drink.

“I don’t know. I’d still hit that if I were you.”

“Oh my God! Go hit on one of Max’s cousins or something,” and I shoved him away from me, back toward the crowd.

The rest of the evening was quite pleasant. I managed to steer clear of Cassian for most of it and when Clara and I were back in my hotel room, she did a great job distracting me from thoughts of wanting to knock on Cassian’s door again. She, of course, didn’t know that was her job. If I had told her anything, she probably would have delivered me to his room herself.

“You excited for tomorrow?” I asked when we were sitting on my bed. “Nervous at all?”

She shook her head and took another handful of popcorn. “No, I’ve been waiting a long time for this. It just feels right—you know?”

“I’m sure I’ll have that feeling one day. At least, I hope I will.”

“You know, I was talking to one of Max’s aunts, telling her about how we went to the tree, and she told me that there’s a legend that if you think of your beloved and walk around the tree three times, without speaking or laughing, under a full moon, you’ll be married within a year.” She stared at me, “Tonight’s a full moon.”

“Clara, I don’t have a beloved.”

“Don’t you though?” she wiggled her eyebrows. “I don’t think you have to be dating anyone. You can just think of the one who you want to marry.”

“I don’t have anyone I want to marry.”

“Seriously?” her face fell unimpressed. “Not someone whose room is just down the hall—conveniently,” she raised her eyebrows.

“Clara. No. Just because we slept together once months ago, doesn’t mean I want to marry him or that he’s my beloved.”

“Come on. I see the way he looks at you—and don’t act like you don’t look at him the same way. Max knows it too. He says he just won’t make a move for some reason.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Did you scare him off?”

“I didn’t do anything,” I replied. I mean, it wasn’t entirely me. “Anyway, we’re not driving out to a forest tonight to walk around a tree.”

She rolled her eyes, “Fine.”

***

I may have let Clara’s impulsive thoughts win. There was also a whole bottle of wine involved. Clara managed to convince Max’s sister to come pick us up and drive the hour there and back. I don’t know how she did it. Was everyone in this city just a sucker for this tree and a hopeless romantic?

“Okay, just walk around it now,” Clara urged me.

“This is ridiculous. I feel like this legend was just made up by someone to lure women out here in the middle of the night.”

“It’s not the middle of the night—it’s eleven o’clock. Also, we’re not even the only ones here,” Clara pointed out. There were actually some other people here, and even another woman or two walking around the tree. It was rather sweet watching them, actually—knowing that they were thinking of their one true love and hoping to be able to spend the rest of their life with them.

So, I walked. It was difficult not to laugh at first, but I managed to compose myself. Then I had to think. Did I actually want to marry Cassian someday? He was the only guy on my mind at the moment, but I don’t know if that qualified him as my beloved.

But, I did it anyway.

Three times I walked silently around the tree.              


Christmas

Wedding mornings usually don’t involve this much blood. Or, at least, I don’t think they do. Clara was screaming as I was trying to get her to stop waving her bleeding hand around the room. I finally managed to calm her enough to leave her waiting on my bed with her hand wrapped in a towel while I hurried down the hall. Cassian finally answered after the frenzy of knocks I was pounding on his door.

“What?” he demanded as he swung the door open.

“I need you,” and I grabbed his arm. “Oh, wait. Do you have a first aid kit?”

He paused a moment and then headed back into his room, emerging momentarily with a small black bag in his hands.

“So, how did you do this?” Cassian asked Clara as he was bandaging her up.

“I was cutting a rogue thread on my wedding dress and all I had was a knife and it slipped.” Clara had a nice cut up the side of her index finger.

“Luckily, the dress is fine,” I added.

“Oh, well, that’s a relief,” he smiled. “And luckily you didn’t do too much damage. You probably could have used a stitch or two, but these bandages will work in place of them.”

“I guess it’s a good thing you travel with a personal pharmacy,” smiled Clara.

“So, what did you two get up to last night?” Cassian asked as he was packing his kit back up.

“Nothing,” we replied in unison. He gave us a questioning glare.

“Just girl stuff, you know. Watched some rom-coms and ate too much junk food—the usual,” I added.

“Okay. Well, you’re good to go now,” he said to Clara.

“Thanks, Cass,” smiled Clara and she nudged me to follow him out.

“Thanks again. This was probably a lot faster than waiting in an emergency room,” I added when he was at the door.

“No problem,” he smiled, and I shut the door behind him.

***

Clara was a vision in her wedding dress. It fit perfectly with the Christmas wedding theme and I couldn’t have imagined a better setting for a European Christmas Eve wedding. The ceremony took place in the courtyard of an old cathedral and even though it was December, the weather was warm enough to be outside.

“You look stunning, by the way,” Cassian whispered to me as we were waiting for our cue to walk down the aisle. Let’s face it—I did. The corset top made my boobs look amazing and the forest green velvet gown Clara had chosen for me hugged my curves flawlessly. The colour only accentuated the green in my hazel eyes and complemented my dark auburn hair perfectly. It had thick straps that tied into large bows on top of my shoulders and the a-line skirt swayed elegantly as I walked.

“Thanks,” I smiled. “The tux seems to suit you, too.”

The setting sun shone through the bows of the evergreen trees lining the courtyard and as Clara walked down the aisle, the fairy lights in the trees twinkled all around. I stood in awe as she made her way down the aisle, a bouquet of evergreen branches, holly berries and white roses in hand. She was a Christmas princess and while I was a little apprehensive about a Christmas Eve wedding when she first told me the idea a year ago, I couldn’t have pictured her wedding any other way.

They said their vows and before we knew it, they were husband and wife and Cassian and I were walking back up the aisle together behind Clara and Max.

This was certainly the best Christmas Eve party I had ever been to. Clara and Max’s reception was being held at the same hotel we were all staying at. The hotel’s restaurant had been turned into Clara’s vision of a Christmas wonderland. The food was amazing and the drinks were going down far too easily. Then it was time for the dreaded first dance—well, dreaded for me, but honestly Clara wasn’t too thrilled about it either. She always thought the first dance tradition was slightly strange—that everyone just sits there watching you dance. At least when my mother watched her and Max, there would be no comments on it later regarding the obvious sexual tension between them like I was surely going to get after dancing with Cassian.

We watched as Max led Clara onto the dance floor and gracefully moved to the timing of the music. Then it was our turn. Cassian seemed completely at ease, like this was nothing for him, and I tried to give off that sense also but I must have been doing a terrible job at it because he pulled me in closer and whispered,

“Just pretend no one’s watching—like it’s just us.”

“I’m not sure if that would actually help the situation,” I replied. But I played it off as if I was having a good time and by the time others joined us on the dance floor, my nerves had subsided and I was beginning to enjoy being twirled around by Cassian. Clara was right—he was a good dancer.

When I finally got a moment to myself, I headed out onto the balcony for some fresh air. I wasn’t alone when I went out there, though.

“Sorry, I didn’t know you were out here,” I said when Cassian caught my gaze.

“It’s fine. I was just getting some fresh air.”

“Me too,” I smiled and headed over to the railing where he was standing, looking out at the city. “That was a beautiful ceremony,” I began.

“Yeah, it was. I liked how short it was,” he smiled.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I’ve never understood the long ceremonies. Even though the weather held up, I don’t know if anyone would have wanted to be out there for a while.”

“Probably not. How’s Clara’s hand?”

“I think it’s good. She hasn’t mentioned anything, and she seemed to be able to hold her bouquet and dance no problem—so, good job,” I nudged his arm.

“Thanks,” he chuckled.

“You’re also not a terrible dancer,” I shyly added.

“Thanks again.” He moved closer to me, “But you know, what really makes a good dancer is the right partner.”

“Well, then, I’d love to see what you’re like with a good partner.”

“Oh, I think you did a pretty good job, you know, once you relaxed and let me take the lead.”

“Yeah, well…” He was now standing directly in front of me and I once again found my hand reaching for him—why did I keep doing that? Then I remembered something, “Oh, shit.”

“What?” he took a step back.

“I forgot to move Clara’s stuff from my room into the honeymoon suite. I should go do that. But it shouldn’t take long.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“You don’t have to. I don’t want to drag you away from the party. I’ll be quick,” I assured him. I’m not sure why. It wasn’t as if we were hanging out together for the rest of the party.

“I don’t mind. I was going to stop at my room and get something anyway.”

“Okay then.”

I felt like all eyes were on us—mostly my mother’s—as we left the party and headed for the elevator. I caught a glimpse of her watching Cassian and I leave and I wasn’t looking forward to hearing her questions later about what we were doing and if anything happened.

When we got to my room, I quickly grabbed Clara’s bags and found the key to the honeymoon suite. We dropped her stuff off and then stopped at Cassian’s room.

“I’ll just be a second,” he said as he unlocked the door and I followed him inside. He walked over to his bag and pulled out a small silver flask.

“You know there’s free alcohol downstairs, right?” I mocked.

He smiled, “This is just for Max. It’s something specific,” and he tucked it into his pocket.

“Okay.”

“Well, shall we?” he moved past me to the door and held it open for me.

Cassian headed for Max when we arrived back at the reception and I watched as he handed him the flask. Max took a sniff and then seemed to get overly excited about whatever was inside. Clara found me a moment later, and we watched the two down the flask and laugh about whatever memory the contents of it was bringing up.

“Having a good wedding?” I asked.

“Obviously,” Clara smiled. “Thanks for coming all this way for me. I really wouldn’t have wanted to get married without you up there with me.”

“No problem,” I hugged her, then handed her the honeymoon suite key and she slipped it into her pocket.

Max and Cassian soon appeared before us and Max dragged Clara back onto the dance floor. Cassian grabbed my hand and pulled me onto the dance floor with them. “What are you doing?” I asked him.

“Dancing with you,” he replied as he pulled me into him and placed a hand on my waist.

“We already did that.”

“And yet, somehow, it just wasn’t enough for me.”

“People will see,” I tried to reason with him.

“So.”

“Sorry, let me rephrase that—my mother will see.”

“Don’t worry,” he smiled, “I’ll dance with her after.”

We danced for a while and as the surrounding crowd dispersed back to their rooms or homes for the night—Clara and Max had long gone back to theirs—I suddenly felt this wave of something wash over me. I wasn’t quite sure what it was. Maybe nervousness, or uncertainty of where the night might lead, but as I looked into Cassian’s eyes, I got this overwhelming sense of uneasiness.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, noticing the change in my expression.

“Oh, nothing. I think I’m just going to head to bed, actually. I’m pretty exhausted.”

“Okay, it has been a long day. I’ll walk you to your room.”

“No, it’s okay. You can stay if you want.”

He shook his head, “Honestly, I’m pretty ready for bed too.”

We entered the elevator, and he leaned against the handrail. We had five floors to ascend and the tension in the air was unbearable. I finally turned to stand in front of him just as the elevator doors opened.

He looked slightly puzzled when I didn’t exit the elevator. “I think this is our floor,” he said. I didn’t say anything, just let my impulses take over and leaned into him, pressing my lips to his. His eagerness took over and every movement of his lips on mine was like feeding a fire burning within me. As the elevator doors closed again, his hand easily found the slit in my dress and as it was brushing up the back of my thigh and his other hand was tangled in my hair, that uneasiness washed over me again and I pulled back. “What are you doing?” he asked.

I just looked at him, slight sorrow in my eyes, “I don’t know,” I replied, “but I can’t be this close to you every day and still keep my distance.”

“You know, you don’t have to keep your distance. I want you t—”

The elevator doors opened again and startled us apart even more. There was no one there, however, just a sign from the universe to not let things go too far. I turned and walked out the doors, and headed for my room.

“Wait,” he called after me and I turned slightly to see him jogging to catch up to me, but I was already at my room. I pulled the key out of my pocket and was about to open the door when he appeared at my side. “Hey,” he turned me to face him, “what was that?”

“I don’t know—I told you. Having you around me all the time is making things confusing…and difficult.”

“They don’t have to be.”

“Well, they are. You told me you don’t want a relationship and I’m the kind of girl that does. I want to be someone’s girlfriend, not just a hook-up. And your lifestyle doesn’t exactly accommodate that.”

He sighed, “Okay, I did say that, but—”

“Look, it’s fine,” I cut him off. “We can just go back to being acquaintances that only see each other at mutual friends’ events.”

“What if I don’t want that?” We just looked at each other for a moment that felt like an eternity, until he finally spoke again, “Look, I do work insane hours and some days my job is extremely difficult—to say the least, and I can’t be around people when I get off of work, but that doesn’t mean we can’t try.”

“It kind of does.”

I opened the door and left him standing in the hall. I turned and leaned my back against the door, not daring to open it again knowing full well he was still standing on the other side.

***

This was the first Christmas morning in my mere twenty-eight years that I awoke without that sense of childlike wonder. I looked at my phone and knew that I would soon have to meet Clara, Max, my parents… and probably Cassian for breakfast. I put off getting ready for as long as possible, but finally it was time to face the music.

When I arrived at the restaurant, I found Clara and Max sitting at a table by the window.

“Good morning,” I cheerfully greeted, pretending I wasn’t completely worked up and slightly heartbroken inside. I sat down beside them and picked up the menu on the table. “How’s married life?” I smiled.

“Good,” chuckled Clara. “Although it’s not much different than our life before. The only thing that changed is we now have a piece of paper that says we’re stuck together.”

I subtly glanced around the room, praying not to see the one person I was dreading. Then I did—although, I guess there were two people I was hoping not to see. My mother strode over to us and sat down after kissing Clara on the cheek.

“Merry Christmas!” she gleefully greeted. “How did everyone sleep?” she looked at me rather suggestively and I threw her back a bewildered expression.

“What?” I finally asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. You and Cassian were dancing rather closely last night. Did that carry over into the bedroom?”

“Mom!”

“What? Can’t a mother be interested in her daughter’s life?”

“No!” She stared at me with that look I was all too familiar with. “Nothing happened. Really.”

She sighed, “Well, that’s too bad.”

“Oh my God,” I mumbled under my breath, and placed my head in my hands. Then I looked up, “Have you seen Cassian this morning, by the way?” I asked Clara and Max.

They both shared a confused look. “You didn’t know? He left for the train station about an hour ago. He’s going to Munich for a medical conference.”

“What?”

“Yeah. I guess he wanted to spend some time there before his conference next week. I don’t know why he would choose to take a seven-hour train ride versus an hour flight. But I guess he had some work to get done and the scenery will be beautiful. I tried to convince him to stay here longer, but he wanted the opportunity to tour Germany a bit by himself,” replied Max.

“I thought his conference was here?” I asked.

“No,” replied Max.

“Hey, aren’t you going to Munich in a couple of days?” asked Clara.

“That was the plan,” I replied. Although now I was seriously regretting it.

“You two should meet up. How funny that you’re both going to be in the same place—all alone, just the two of you,” added my mother.

“Oh, I wasn’t aware that Munich suddenly suffered some sort of catastrophic mass disappearance of all its citizens.” My mother wasn’t pleased with my remark. “Anyway, it’s a big city. I’m sure we won’t even run into each other.”

“Well, not with that attitude,” mocked Clara under her breath.

Christmas in Hamburg was a dream come true. I wasn’t used to walking around on Christmas day in nothing but a light sweater—but I did still desperately miss the snow. I was hoping that it would find me when I headed to the castle in a few days, seeing as it is nestled in the foothills of the Alps. Clara, Max, and I toured around for a bit and then found a nice café for lunch—yet now I felt embarrassingly like a third wheel.

As most Christmas Day’s go, it was over all too quickly. I was soon back in my hotel room, contemplating my next few days. Sleep soon found me though and before I knew it, the sun was shining on my face and I was waking the next morning.

I spent the day with my parents and little brother. We went to the Chocoversum; the Chocolate Museum and it cured all the aching inside me. Chocolate could always do that—at least temporarily. I indulged in far too many tastings and couldn’t leave without creating a custom chocolate bar. I opted out of the Hamburg Dungeon tour my brother wanted to do, and instead my mom and I headed downtown. She managed to not bring up Cassian once—to my utter shock, and I actually had a very pleasant afternoon with her. We ended our day meeting Clara, Max, my aunt Mel, Max’s parents, and his sister at the Hagenbeck Zoo. Clara was also surprisingly quiet about Cassian, never bringing him up once.

I was more than ready for the day to end, and I soon found myself back in my hotel room, packing my suitcase for my flight to Munich the next morning. After a relaxing shower, I nestled into the crisp bedding, and for the first time while being here I drifted off to sleep with a sense of relief that I was about to head out on my own journey and not have to think about Cassian again.


After Christmas

My flight to Munich went as expected. It was a quick hop over there from Hamburg; only a little more than an hour flight time. My book was just getting to the exhilarating part when the airplane wheels bumped the tarmac—as it often goes. I landed in Munich in the early morning, so there was still the whole day to explore.

When I deplaned, I was directed to the train station and caught my train, then a bus to my hotel. It took me only a few minutes of walking in the wrong direction before I found where I was going and I was soon walking into the lobby of my hotel—fuck me!

And now I know why Clara suggested I stay here.

“Hi,” greeted Cassian in the lobby as he was heading out.

“Hi,” I replied, the utter incomprehension plastered across my face. “I’m going to kill Clara.”

“What?”

“Nothing. So, you could have told me your conference was here. You knew I was coming here too.”

“You didn’t ask.” I scoffed and rolled my eyes at his answer. “Anyway, I’d love to stay and catch up, but I was actually heading out to the grocery store.” He smiled and started to walk past me, then paused and turned, “Unless you want to come?” Damn it—I was starving.

“Um, yeah, I guess. I just have to check in first,” I motioned to the front desk. While I was checking in, I quickly connected to the hotel’s Wi-Fi and messaged Clara,

Me: I’m going to kill you!

Clara: Have fun ;)

I headed to my room, leaving Cassian waiting in the lobby, and dropped my bags. I was in the bathroom, trying to psych myself up in the mirror. It’s okay. He seems cool—like nothing ever happened. Just don’t let your emotions win and you’ll be fine. I glanced at the complimentary toiletries by the sink. What? Here too? Does this country not believe in conditioner?

Cassian was right where I had left him, sitting on a chair in the lobby, sipping a cup of the complimentary hot cider they had in a rather ornate insulated beverage dispenser by the front desk.

“Hey,” I greeted as I stood in front of his chair. He smiled and placed his empty cup on the side table and stood.

“Ready?” he asked. I nodded, and he motioned for me to head outside.

We walked for only five minutes until we came to a grocery store. Munich was slightly cooler than Hamburg, but still no snow and still very mild outside. We basically headed our separate ways in the store, and I was left to contemplate my existence when he found me again in the bakery. He was holding some meat and cheese and then grabbed some pretzel buns from the help yourself containers and placed them in little brown paper bags. We paid for our food and it will never cease to amaze me how cheap groceries are here. I thought we would head back to the hotel and go our separate ways, but instead he led me to a park where we proceeded to sit on a bench and have a picnic lunch.

One bite of the meat and cheese sandwich I had made, and I never wanted to go back home. “Have you noticed how good the food is here?” I finally broke our silence. “I mean, we have good food back home, but you don’t realize just how good it can be.” He smiled. “It’s the end of December and this is the best raspberry I’ve ever had. And it’s the size of a baby’s fist,” I added as I popped another one into my mouth. He just chuckled and ate a couple of raspberries, too. I tilted my head and smiled at him, “Okay, are you ever going to talk to me? I’m trying to not make this the most unbelievably uncomfortable picnic either of us have attended.”

“Okay,” he finally said. “I guess I just don’t really know what to say to you. I knew you would be here, but I never expected to run into you. Maybe I’m just a little bit in shock,” he joked.

“Well, you’re not the only one.”

“So, what are your plans for tomorrow?” he asked.

“I’m going to the castle tomorrow,” I replied.

“That sounds fun. I hear it’s beautiful. It’s the one that inspired the Disney castle, right?” I nodded. “Maybe I’ll see it too while I’m here.”

Then I said something I had the feeling I was going to regret. Maybe it was just my cursed Canadian politeness, but I found myself saying, “You could come with me if you want? You know—if you’re not doing anything tomorrow.”

He paused a moment and narrowed his eyes like he was debating every possible reason as to why I invited him and what would happen if he agreed. “Sure,” he casually replied.

“It is about a four-hour train ride, though—but I hear you like trains.” He smiled while he was looking down at his food. “And I’m leaving at seven, so hopefully I’ll be there before noon so I can spend the whole day there.” I sighed and looked at him, “You up for getting up early and spending the whole day with me?”

He stared into my eyes a little too long and I could feel my pulse begin to race. “Sounds good to me,” he smiled.

He bought a train ticket when we were back in the hotel lobby and then we parted ways for the night.

***

My alarm woke me the next morning and it was a struggle to pull myself out of bed, but my excitement for the castle was urging me along—I had only been dreaming about it my whole life. I was putting on my shoes when I heard a knock at my door. I knew who it was, but somehow I was still slightly surprised to see Cassian on the other side of it.

The train station was only a short walk from the hotel and when we arrived, we had just enough time to grab a quick breakfast at one of the shops in the station.

Based on the scenery outside as we were heading to the castle, you would never know it was winter. It looked like spring or summer. The grass was green and the sun was shining. We made small talk for a bit, but mostly I just read the book on my phone and Cassian did some work on his. It must be frustrating to have a job, that even while on vacation, you can’t truly get away from. He seemed to love it, though. The way his face lit up when he talked about it, you could tell he chose the right career—and he was forced to talk about it a lot at the wedding. Not only from my mother pestering him with questions, but it seemed that any woman who learned what he did had a myriad of questions for him.

Four hours went by rather quickly, but I suppose it does when you fall asleep for half of it. I awoke to Cassian’s—what? I turned my head in his lap and looked up at him. He smiled down at me and I shot upright.

“Why didn’t you wake me up?” I asked.

“You seemed like you needed it. Plus, I didn’t mind.”

“Having my head in your lap?”

He grinned, “Well, that,” he winked, “but mostly it saved me from your rambling. You know you talk a lot when you’re nervous.”

“I’m not nervous,” I replied—but I sort of was. I wasn’t sure what spending an entire day with Cassian would do to me.

“Really? You’re not nervous about spending an entire day with me?” he leaned in close, his face mere inches from mine.

“No,” I uttered and moved to the seat across from him. He just laughed and went back to whatever he was doing on his phone.

Luckily, I didn’t have to endure the closeness of our train ride for much longer. We pulled into the Füssen station and disembarked. When we were on the bus up to the castle, I looked out the window and I could see it, in all its majesty, towering over the small town. My excitement took over and pushed my nerves from being with Cassian out of the way. We hiked the small hill to the tourist shops and restaurant nestled below the castle. Our tickets for the tour of the Neuschwanstein Castle weren’t for a few hours, so we had time to tour around the hillside. We wandered around the lake and walked the enchanting paths lined with lampposts; like something out of a fairytale. The museum was alright, but honestly, I could have skipped it. Lunch, however, I could not have skipped. We sat on the patio of a café and I revelled in the surrounding mountains, sheltering us from the outside world. I could understand why King Ludwig II chose to build his fairy-tale castle here. It was a shame he never got to fully enjoy it as he died before its completion.

We weren’t allowed to take any photos of the inside of the castle, so I was madly trying to ingrain every detail of the inside of it into my memory. The sheer opulence of the place was outstanding, and I honestly had no words for any of it. That king certainly had an affinity for swans though. I’m pretty sure they were stuck in every nook and cranny of the castle; anywhere they would fit.

When we were done our tour and heading to the lookout bridge over a chasm opposite the castle, I turned to Cassian, “Well, there aren’t many places I will go back to after seeing it once, but I would definitely come back here in a heartbeat.”

“It is pretty cool. Thanks for inviting me.” We were at the bridge when I stopped. “You coming?” he turned back to ask me.

“Um…no actually. I’m not into heights. You go and enjoy, though.”

“Come on. It’s the best view of the castle.”

I shook my head. “No, it’s okay.”

“You sure? What if I hold on to you really tight?”

I smiled, “Tempting, but still.”

“Okay,” he shrugged.

I sat on a bench, waiting for him to return. “How was it?” I greeted him, standing from my spot when he was back.

“Fine,” he shrugged. “You didn’t miss anything.”

“You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

“Maybe. I’ll go back if you want to now? Last chance,” he held his hand out to me, and I fidgeted in place for a moment, then finally took it. We walked to the edge of the bridge and I hesitated while other tourists walked around us. “You don’t have to if you’re changing your mind.”

I didn’t know if I would ever be back here or get the chance to experience all of this again, so I took a deep breath and let Cassian lead me to the middle of the bridge. Inch by inch, we walked. Every small step I took, I had to calm the beating of my heart and reassure myself that I was okay. Cassian didn’t seem to mind how painfully slow I was walking. He happily held onto my hand the whole time. When we finally got to the middle, he pulled me into him and wrapped his arms around me. I looked out across the valley and took in the full majesty of the castle. The sun was beginning to set behind it, and I couldn’t have dreamed up a more magical moment if I tried. Cassian’s breath on the back of my neck only made my heart pound faster, but I was immensely thankful he pushed me to experience this.

When we were walking the road back from the bridge, we stopped to get one last look at the castle. I turned to Cassian and said, “Hey, thanks for getting me on the bridge.”

He shrugged, “No problem. You seemed like you wanted to. You just needed a little encouragement.”

I smiled at him for a moment, then added, “Man, the only thing missing right now is—” Are you kidding me? It began to snow.

We found a cute café and pastry shop in the town of Füssen while we waited for our train to take us back to Munich. I got a slice of chocolate cake and Cassian had a berry tart. Well, it was more that I had half of his tart and he didn’t turn down half of my cake.

It might have been my fault, or it might have been Cassian’s—we’ll never know, but somehow we missed our train and, of course, there wasn’t going to be another one for a couple of hours. It was late, and I was exhausted. I just wanted to go to bed and the prospect of waiting another two hours and then another four before I could find that sort of comfort was not something I wanted to do. We mutually agreed to find a hotel for the night, so Cassian quickly searched for a place on his phone while I tried not to fall asleep on the bench at the train station. He found one just a short walk from the station. “You want your own room?” he asked. “Or there’s one with two queen beds?”

“I don’t care,” I replied, clearly annoyed by the situation.

“Okay, one it is—it’s cheaper.”

Of course he chose one, and of course it started pouring rain when we were walking to the hotel. When we arrived, drenched from head to toe, he checked us in as quickly as possible and we headed to our room. By this time, I was shivering and just wanted to get into a hot shower. It didn’t escape me that we were both in need of getting out of our wet clothes and that we were both stuck in a hotel room together. He opened the door and when we were both on the other side of it, he motioned to the bathroom, “You can shower first.” I just looked at him; the water dripping off his hair and down his face.

Well, let’s face it—we both knew this was going to happen the minute Cassian chose one room over two. We simultaneously bridged the gap between us and his lips were on mine before I could give it a second thought. I backed him into the bathroom and he turned on the shower to let it warm up without even breaking his contact from my lips—how, I will never know. Hotel showers are an enigma, yet he somehow smoothly mastered it. It didn’t take long before we were ripping each other’s wet clothes from our bodies and embracing the warm water pouring over us. The shower wasn’t the only thing steaming up the bathroom, and we certainly weren’t cold anymore. Every touch from him was sheer pleasure and as he pinned me against the shower wall, my legs wrapped around his waist and his hips pushing against me, I felt I had made the right decision inviting him to the castle.

When I was finally nestled in his arms under the covers of one of the queen-sized beds, cozily wrapped in the warm, dry hotel robes as our clothes were still soaked, I finally had this sense of relief that all the tension between us for the last few days was over. I didn’t know where it would go, though. As far as I knew, he still didn’t want a relationship. Did I just screw everything up for me?

“So,” he began, brushing his thumb back and forth over my hand while his fingers were entwined with mine, “what now?”

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted.”

“Yeah, that was quite the workout.” He leaned down and kissed me, “But I mean after tonight.”

“I don’t know. Is it weird that I don’t want to think about it? Can we just enjoy our time here together and figure everything out later?”

“We can, but I don’t know if that’s the best idea.”

I sat up and turned to face him. “Well, your job didn’t suddenly change, so when we go home, you’ll be back to working like crazy and not being able to find the time to answer a text. Let’s just agree to enjoy this little fling or whatever this is while we’re here. Then, when we go home, we go back to the way things were.”

“If that’s really what you want?” He seemed hesitant. But it wasn’t so much as what I wanted, as it was what needed to happen. I wasn’t going to let myself fall even more for him, only to be upset when the relationship doesn’t last. This was the best way to spare myself. I nodded at him and then placed my hands on either side of his face and kissed him. He swiftly pulled me on top of him and then rolled us over so I was pinned under him. “Okay,” he sighed. “Just while we’re here,” he agreed, and then covered my mouth with his and pulled at the tie on my robe.

***

Cassian was making it extremely difficult for me to get ready the next morning. He was standing behind me in the bathroom, shirtless and devouring my neck with kisses and not letting me brush my teeth.

“Can I get ready, please? I’m not missing this train too,” I said.

“You can get ready after,” he replied.

“After what?”

He spun me and lifted me onto the counter, pressing himself against me. “Did you really have to ask that question?”

We waited for the train to take us back to Munich in a different little café than the one from last night. We made sure not to be late this time, and after coffee and some pastries, we were back on the train headed for the city. I had two more days before I was headed home and I was going to make the most of them.

Munich’s old town was the picture of European charm. We wandered around Marienplatz square and enjoyed in more holiday spirit. The glockenspiel atop the New Town Hall was stunning, and I wished we were there at the right time to watch it play out various historical scenes atop the Neo-Gothic style building. I dragged Cassian into every high end shop I could find. I wasn’t about to drop significant amounts of cash on anything, but it was fun to pretend I lived that lifestyle. We wandered around the city until we found ourselves back in Munich’s old town, admiring the still glimmering holiday lights outside the shops and lining the streets. There was a quaint café just across the street from the metro. While we were having dinner in their atrium, I was saddened by the fact that tomorrow would be my last day here and I wasn’t entirely sure if I was sad to be leaving Germany, or sad to be ending things with Cassian. I think Cassian could tell because he tried to get me talking about other things.

“Hey, we’ve got one more day—don’t think about going home yet,” he smiled.

“I know,” I replied as I moved my mushroom risotto around my plate.

“The palace tomorrow will be fun.”

“Yeah, it looks cool. It’ll be a great last day,” I tried to assure myself.

When we got back to the hotel for the night, we got ourselves tangled up in the bedding quite quickly. We had forgone staying in separate rooms and Cassian even offered for me to just cancel my room a couple of days early to save some money and I could stay with him instead. I was slightly apprehensive about committing to stay with him, but it was only for two nights and the money saving was a nice bonus. It also ensured I got as much time with him as possible before I had to give it up.

***

Nymphenburg Palace was exquisite—and freezing. We had to wear our coats while touring the inside of it, but we instantly forgot how cold we were when gazing upon the huge ceiling paintings and chandeliers in the Great Hall. The carriage museum next door pleasantly surprised us. It was amazing the wealth of these people back in the day. To have multiple carriages for travel intricately carved and completely made of gold and jewels was unbelievable.

We walked outside for a while in the palace gardens. I could only imagine how beautiful they must look in the summer with all the flowering plants in bloom and the fountains spraying a spectacular symphony of water in various arches and streams.

Cassian took me by the hand and led me around, almost as if we were a couple that had been doing this type of outing for ages.

“Well, where should we head next?” he asked.

“I’m getting hungry. We could find a place to eat?” I suggested.

“Yeah, I’m up for that.” Then he suddenly glanced around us and when he couldn’t see any other people, he pulled me into him and kissed me.

“What was that for?” I smiled up at him when he finally let my lips free.

“Just enjoying my time with you while I can.” He took a deep breath, “You sure I can’t convince you to try things with me when we get back?”

“It’s best if we don’t. You don’t do relationships and I do. We’re not going to work outside of this European fantasy.”

“I can do relationships.”

“Cass, come on. No you can’t. Max said you haven’t had a relationship since university because you spend most of your time at the hospital and barely even go home to sleep. That’s not the foundation to build a relationship on.”

“Okay, I might spend a lot of time at work, but that’s because there’s nothing for me at home. Maybe if there was something, or someone, to come home to—”

But I cut him off with a kiss. I wanted to believe him and I did believe that he would try, but we had been in a similar situation before. We tried to date briefly before our one-night stand and it never worked. He had to reschedule four times because he got called into work and we finally just left it at that. The one-night stand was a miracle it even happened. We both just happened to be in the same place at the same time. “Let’s just go get something to eat. I can’t make these decisions on an empty stomach,” I smiled up at him. But we both knew I was just saying that to put the conversation on hold and it would most likely be put on hold indefinitely.

We found a nice Italian restaurant for a late lunch and then endured the dreaded silence back to the hotel. We both knew it was our last night and I wondered if somewhere, deep down, I could let myself take the chance on him. I didn’t dare bring it up again, though. I played it cool and acted like I was okay with our lives going back to only intersecting a few times a year.

He was very good at making me forget the inevitable separation tomorrow. I had barely closed the door to his hotel room when he pulled me into his arms and threw me onto the bed. He didn’t waste time teasing me with his kisses. He quickly pulled his shirt off, revealing his taught muscles and my gaze was transfixed on his abs, drawing my eyes lower. My shirt soon followed suit and he was pulling me on top of him and I was caught up in this glorious moment of passion.

I laid awake for what seemed like hours. Cassian had long been asleep, but I just couldn’t manage to settle the thoughts racing through my head. What if I did just tell him that I changed my mind—that I did want to try a relationship? He was the one who said he didn’t want that in the first place—but that was months ago, and he did seem willing to try things now.

Somehow, sleep did finally find me and I awoke the next morning to Cassian pulling me close to him and kissing the back of my neck. I was in a state of pure bliss, but only for a moment. It was gone just as quickly as it came, and the reality of the situation soon hit me.

I turned to face him, “I have to get going soon.”

“I know,” he sighed. “But according to my clock, I still have you for the next two hours and twenty-seven minutes.”

One of those two hours was spent still in bed with Cassian really making me wish I wasn’t leaving, and the other one was spent packing my things. We had a breakfast of pastries that we had picked up at the grocery store the day before. Then, it was time for me to go. Cassian was sitting on the edge of the bed when I was gathering my things to leave for the airport.

“Are you sure you won’t let me take you to the airport?” he asked.

I shook my head and walked over to him. He swiftly pulled me onto his lap so I was straddling him and his hands gripped my back under my shirt. “Yes,” I sighed. “It’s better this way.”

“Is it, though?” he looked deep into my eyes and I could sense some regret behind his. Maybe for letting us have this little fling, or maybe for knowing that he ultimately couldn’t be who I wanted him to be—I didn’t know. But I didn’t want to let myself find out. I was struggling enough with the thought of leaving and knowing that I would probably only see him again at various events Clara and Max were hosting—that is, if he had the time to show up. I let him pull me with him as he fell back onto the bed and he kissed me until I couldn’t let him anymore.

I left him in his hotel room and it took everything in me not to turn right around and go back.

***

Germany felt like a distant memory when I arrived home; not like I was only there hours ago. I rang in the new year sitting in my bathtub sipping from a bottle of Moscato. I never liked the taste of champagne and was convinced people only drank it for the prestige. Midnight hit and I knew that back in Munich, Cassian was already well into the new year.

The next few days played out like they normally did. It always amazed me how seamlessly you can fall back into your old routines once home from some time away. Work dragged on and I wished I was back enjoying my blissful European escapade. My employees were all too eager to learn of my adventures and what the Christmas markets were like. I left out the bits about Cassian and me as it seemed I had employed busybodies rather than actual workers.

My mailbox was unsurprisingly empty when I checked it a couple of days later, but there was a handwritten envelope addressed to me with postage from Germany.

That’s weird. I tore it open and pulled out the letter inside.

See, I told you I’d reply to the letter. I may not be the best at relationships, but honestly, it’s because I’ve never had anyone in my life I was willing to put in the effort for—until now. I promise I’ll always answer anything you ever write to me. Text, email, or even a letter placed in a tree. I’m all yours if you want to believe that a 500 year old tree knows what’s best for us.

Cass

I then pulled out the letter I had written back in the forest in Germany. I was frozen in my kitchen. He must have sent this while I was still there. He must have sent this only days after I wrote it. Then logical thinking struck, and I quickly messaged Clara.

Me: Hey, do you know when Cassian’s flight lands in Vancouver?

Clara: No, why?

Me: Can you find out for me?

Clara: Why can’t you ask him?

Me: That would defeat the purpose.

Clara: The purpose of what?

Me: Can you just do it?

Clara: Ugh, fine. Just give me a min.

…

Okay, he lands at 8 pm tonight.

Me: What’s the flight number?

Clara: My God, you’re annoying. I’m on my honeymoon!

Me: Please?

Clara: AC121

Me: Thank you! I love you!

Clara: Yeah, whatever.

Me: How’s Paris?

Clara: Leave me alone now.

Me: XO  

Tonight. I had eight hours to decide how this would go.

Eight hours go by at a snail’s pace when you’re waiting to reunite with your beloved. I probably tried on ten different outfits, but nothing looked good on me. Who was I kidding—he didn’t care what I was wearing. I curled my hair and did my make-up in a way that highlighted all my natural beauty and made sure to put on my sexiest underwear. I even debated going shopping for something new, but that was really just an excuse to kill some time.

My heart was racing the entire drive to the airport; it was a miracle I didn’t cause an accident with how distracted I was. I parked and made my way to the arrivals gate. His flight was just landing, so I waited. I knew it was going to take him a while to get off the plane, but each minute that went by was torture. Then I saw him. He obviously wasn’t expecting anyone to be picking him up, but as if he knew, he looked up, right as he was walking toward me.

He smiled, “So this is why Clara was bugging me for flight information. I knew she didn’t care if I made it home safely,” he joked.

“Yeah, well. I guess I could have just waited for you at your apartment, but I thought this would be more fun.” I paused a moment, not quite sure what to say next.

He broke the silence, “So…you going to tell me why you came to meet me at the airport?”

“Well, I got your letter. So I came to get my future husband.”

“Future husband? That’s kind of presumptuous, isn’t it?” he teased.

“You can call it whatever you want, but apparently even a five-hundred-year-old tree knows we’re meant to be together.”

“Well, who am I to argue with a seasoned matchmaker like that?”

“You can’t,” I smiled, pulling him into me and wrapping my arms around his neck, kissing him with all the passion I had been saving for the last few days. He wrapped his arms around me and lifted me off the ground. Neither of us cared that we were in the middle of the airport and probably the focal point of most people’s gaze. He placed me back on the ground. “So, you really want to do this whole relationship thing?” I checked.

His arms were still around me, and he nodded, “Isley, I knew I wanted to do an entire lifetime with you since the moment you left my apartment that morning months ago, and I was ruined forever.”

I smiled up at him. He still hadn’t let go of me.


Two Years Later

The legend regarding walking around the tree three times didn’t quite come true. Cassian and I weren’t married within the year, but he did take me back to Germany and propose at the Neuschwanstein Castle.

My wedding morning was nothing like Clara’s. Luckily, there was far less blood involved, and while it wasn’t taking place in a picturesque European city, it was perfect and everything I ever wanted. The look on my mother’s face when she saw me in my champagne coloured, off-the-shoulder satin gown was priceless. It was a face of pure love and joy. Her usual undertones of judgment were gone, and she had nothing to say but the fact that I looked beautiful.

“Well, we should get this show on the road,” called Clara. Her stomach had swelled to the size of a basketball in the last few months, but she was still as perky as ever—even more so somehow; pregnancy did not slow her down.

“Yes, sweetheart, we should. Time’s ticking and I would also like grandkids soon.” My mom rubbed Clara’s stomach. “It is so wonderful getting to raise your children alongside someone you love.” Only my mother could make a subtle jab sound strangely sweet.

“Okay, well, let’s focus on getting me married first,” I replied.

Clara and Max stood at the altar with Cassian and me, just as we did with them two years earlier. I said my vows and when it was time for Cassian’s, he pulled out a familiar piece of paper from his pocket. “Two years ago,” he began, “we were in Germany for Max and Clara’s wedding and somehow,” he nodded to Clara, “we got convinced to go to this matchmaking tree. When I was forced to take a letter from the tree, Max and Clara bugged me to tell them who the person was who wrote the letter, and I jokingly told Max that I would tell him at my wedding. I also seem to remember Isley telling me to put it back unless I was actually going to answer it, because the poor girl was looking for the love of her life, and instead she got me.” The guests laughed. “Well, I figured I’d read the letter for you guys today. ‘Dear future husband’…” he began. We never did tell Clara and Max that Cassian got my letter—it was our little secret. When he got to the end and read my name, the guests seemed surprised—but come on, was he really going to just read some random girl’s letter at our wedding? “So,” he looked at me after folding the letter back up and putting it into his pocket, “I guess you’re the poor girl who got stuck with me.” I pursed my lips and shot a sideways grin back at him. “And I thank that damn tree every day that you chose to stay stuck with me.”

***

Six days a week, rain or shine, a postman delivers letters to the Bridegroom’s Oak. The world’s most romantic postbox has a pretty decent success rate when it comes to love, and now it has one more couple to add to the list.
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