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Chapter One: Montenegro - The Day We Met

I STEPPED ONTO THE tour bus, greeted by idle chatter and the faint smell of sunblock. There was just enough room for my friends and I, all of us buzzing with excitement for the day tour from Dubrovnik to Montenegro. I have always loved to explore, and I couldn’t wait to see more of Southeastern Europe.

As I made my way up the narrow aisle, scanning for an empty seat, I noticed a woman by the window. Quietly looking out at the world, with a thoughtful, faraway expression, her face framed by a straw hat and sunglasses. Her bag rested on the empty seat beside her, almost like a subtle barrier. It was not love at first sight... but I heard myself say, “Oh my God, this woman reminds me of someone I know,” though I couldn’t place who in that moment.

I saw an empty seat in the second row on the opposite side, where a girl around 10 year old was sitting alone. I was about to take the seat, but her mother asked me to sit in hers, which was just behind the woman at the window. So my friend and I made ourselves comfortable, while three of our friends chose seats at the far end of the bus. The tour bus was full. There were no available seats except the ones we ended up taking, so even our seat arrangement, in hindsight, felt divinely planned. In that moment, she was just another traveler among many, and I was just looking for an open spot. I didn’t realize yet that this seemingly ordinary decision would quietly align my life with hers.

We did not speak. We were simply travelers sharing the same narrow space on a winding road through Montenegro, completely unaware that a far older story was quietly beginning to stir between us. Neither of us could have realized how deeply this day had been orchestrated long before our feet ever touched this earth. 

We boarded a small boat and made our way to an incredibly tiny island, home to the Church of Our Lady of the Rocks, before continuing to the old town. I snapped photo after photo making sure to note the time. The last thing I wanted was to get stranded on a tiny island in Montenegro, especially one with only a church and silence otherwise on it.

While exploring the Old Town, I noticed that every time I raised my camera, the woman from the bus would somehow appear in the frame, as if the universe had gently nudged me to notice her. It felt like a cosmic wink, and I found myself adjusting my camera to avoid her, yet there she was. I had the sense she was taller than me because I had to tilt my camera at a steep angle to keep her out of the shot. She was easy to spot, in her straw hat and her cream-color jacket... complimentary at least to my white blazer and pants combo. Despite the large crowd, we kept crossing paths with each other, as if some delicate magnetism was already at play.

We stopped for lunch and the subtle choreography continued. Out of countless options inside the fortress of the old town, my friends chose a lovely little place to eat.

They seated us on the rooftop of the restaurant, tucked away where no one could easily find us. We chatted about the city while we waited for our order. In hindsight its no surprise that she somehow chose the same tiny restaurant in the labyrinth of Old Town, as if the universe had already made her a reservation. Guided by the waiter, she made her way to a table just next to ours. I think I audibly rolled my eyes when I said, “Oh no, it’s that woman from the tour.”

I remember how hungry my friends were. They devoured the starter bread and wanted more... We had been walking all day. That's when the woman stood up and walked over to our table, offering us the bread from her bread tray.

It was such a small, gracious act, but so sweet of her to notice. It cracked something open like an invisible bridge being built right there over a shared basket of bread.

I turned to my friends and asked quietly, "Should we invite her to join us?" But somehow, time seemed to have frozen for them, as if the divine had suspended everything outside of that tender moment.

They didn't hear me. It felt like, just for those few heartbeats, only she and I existed in that little pocket of the world.

I noticed that we ordered the same seafood, except for the fish. I was not hungry after our morning hotel buffet breakfast, but there were enough mussels in tomato soup to last me until dinner.

My friends, on the other hand, were still starving, so they ordered chicken, pizza and pasta. At our feet, a little cat wandered between the tables. I noticed how she was feeding scraps on the floor, and I did the same. The cat kept moving back and forth between us, gently pulling our separate energies together in its small, innocent way.

I left the table before my friends because I needed to use the washroom and I did not bother to return. I didn’t even notice her when I left — it was as if I had amnesia.

I waited by the entrance, near the restaurant greeter, wondering what was holding my friends up. I didn’t have a single thought of her. Now I realize that would be one of the very last moments when I didn’t.

On our way back to Dubrovnik later that afternoon, we stopped at the Croatian border for a routine passport check when something nudged me. I hadn’t even been thinking about it, but I suddenly heard myself ask, "Where are you from?"

It felt like the question had come from nowhere, as if spoken through me, not by me. She turned, and for the first time, I truly saw her blue eyes. It was overwhelming, almost like opening a portal. I couldn't explain it then. It was as if a wave of ancient knowing rushed through me, but my mind couldn't catch up. It was like I saw the Universe through her eyes. I looked away, almost startled, but she was staring at me so deeply that I grew shy. “Finland,” She said.  “Finland.”

I knew immediately that this was a sign.

In fact, a few years ago, I kept receiving what felt like a download of the word “Finland.” It would come to me randomly, especially when doing something mundane or if was on the internet. At the time, it didn’t make any sense. I had no personal connection to the country and no reason to think about it, but the word stayed with me. It was loud. Persistent. I couldn’t ignore it.

Sometimes, I would get curious, open Google Maps and just... look. I didn’t know what I was searching for, only that I felt compelled to search. I’d stare at the map, wondering if there was something there I was meant to find. I had no answers, just a quiet knowing that one day, it would all make sense.

In the lingering glow of the Adriatic sun, we exchanged names for the first time. Hers was Valerie. The name settled into me with a gentle familiarity I couldn’t explain. We were holding our passports, and I asked if I could see hers. I remember vividly that her Finnish Passport was blue, just like my Canadian Passport. It didn’t register as odd in the moment, but something about it lodged in my memory, like a thread waiting to be pulled.

What started as casual small talk unfolded into an hour-long conversation that floated outside of ordinary time. The world blurred around us, giving us a private moment to connect without even realizing we were actually reconnecting. I didn’t know what this was yet. It felt both strangely real, but also easy to dismiss — meeting someone new who fit so effortlessly into conversation, it left an afterglow.

By the end of the day, something subtle yet profound had undeniably begun. We took our first photo together on that bus, both wearing sunglasses, hiding more than just our eyes. A small seed was quietly planted in that brief shared space, even though neither of us could have possibly imagined the magnitude of what would grow from it.
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Chapter Two: Destiny

IT WAS SIX IN THE EVENING when the tour bus finally cleared the Croatian border and rumbled back toward Dubrovnik. The terra cotta rooftops glowed a warm, reddish-orange under the sun, just one more reason Dubrovnik was so captivating. It wasn’t an island, but it carried the stillness and charm of one, as if the sea had claimed it anyway.

As the bus drove along the coast, I asked Valerie if she wanted to go swimming with me at our seaside hotel. I didn’t plan it. I just had to. The words came out before I could think. I felt so comfortable with her, like I’d known her forever, even though we’d just met.

Valerie smiled and said she’d need to stop by her Airbnb to get a swimsuit. I’d seen a few small shops near our hotel that sold bathing suits, but I didn’t want to sound pushy, so I didn’t say anything.

The tour bus dropped me and my friends first, and they continued to the next hotel drop-off. I waved a casual goodbye to her, assuming she would be nothing more than a pleasant travel acquaintance. She messaged later that evening to say the night air had turned unexpectedly cold and she would pass on the swim. I couldn't blame her; mid-May was still cool by the sea, and we were, after all, strangers.

The next morning I got a text from her: Are you still around? My driver
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