
    Summer 2029

    I’m at the wedding of my best friend from high school, Till Sherman. Even back then, we were inseparable from the very beginning, which is why I get to be his best man today. I feel incredibly honored, because it’s always been my dream to be a best man. Actually, at first I didn’t want to. I could tell from the look in his eyes and the way he asked me that he felt uncomfortable giving me this task. Still, I agreed right away because he’s always been like a brother to me and so I could make it up to him a little. I just owe him that.

    So I dressed up appropriately for the evening. His wife Kara, whom he’s been with since high school, is beautiful and one of the kindest souls I know—simply a dream woman. And he’s a perfect gentleman; they’re a perfect match. He has a brown beard, is a bit shorter, and is incredibly strong. I’m really happy for the two of them, because after all, five whole years have passed before this wedding could even take place. Still, now they’re here, happier than ever before, and that’s what matters most.

    I’m sitting in a black suit that highlights my muscles and sturdy build, alone at my table in the far corner of the ballroom, watching the others dance. My short orange hair is combed to the right, my dark green eyes stand out against my angular face and contrast with the blue-tinged dark circles under my eyes, which bear witness to several sleepless nights. For me, there’s nothing more relaxing right now, and so I find myself thinking about the happiness of those present here. I look around the hall, see everyone laughing, enjoying themselves, many getting closer, and remember that I once had all of that too and how much I miss it.

    Suddenly, a big question takes hold of me: “Will I ever be this happy again?” I laugh sadly to myself, shake my head, and tell myself, “No, definitely not.”

    I’m so deep in thought that I startle when Till suddenly stands next to me and asks, “Well, buddy, everything okay? Are you ready?” As he says this, he gently taps me on the right shoulder.

    I reply, “Of course, my friend, let’s get you married, shall we?”

    “Great, I’m so happy you took on this task. And Roy? Listen, I want you to know that it means the world to me that you’re doing this for me. After everything that’s happened. It was important to me that it was you, because there simply couldn’t be a better friend than you, and I wouldn’t have wanted anyone else.”

    “Hey, it’s all good, Till, I’m fine, okay, really, how could I possibly have turned down this request? You’re my best friend. I can never make up for what you did for me seven years ago, so being your best man is the least I can do, right? Come on then, they’re all waiting.”

    “Really?” Then he hugged me and said, “All right, okay, well then, let’s go.”

    “Don’t worry, we’re almost there, and the honeymoon is already eagerly waiting for you.”

    Well then, so I give my traditional speech, congratulate the two of them once again from the bottom of my heart, grab some more food from the catering plus a glass of champagne, and head back to my table. Kara and Till make their way to the stage to cut the cake, and I watch from my table, feeling relaxed again. As the cake is pushed from my vantage point toward the stage, something suddenly strikes me that must feel like a whole lifetime in purgatory. I see a petite, beautiful woman at a table with nut-brown, slightly curly, long hair, fantastic lips, a small, delicate mouth, and velvety skin that glows darkly. On top of that, she has such emerald-green eyes that can really only belong to one person. Sheyla Labine’s Marion.

    My heart starts racing; it feels like I’m about to have a heart attack. I whisper, “No, no, NO, this can’t be, you’re dreaming, man.”

    I look her straight in the eyes until she looks back at me and smiles. That sweet smile of hers, from back then, the one I thought I’d never see again. I look away desperately, down at my plate, and suddenly I’m not hungry anymore, and my heart keeps pounding so hard that I think it’s about to explode. It’s racing a thousand miles an hour, for better or for worse. I need some fresh air because I feel like I’m suffocating.

    When I stand up and head for the balcony, I see as I walk past that her smile is slowly fading from her beautiful face, and she looks at me with a confused, questioning expression. Once I’m outside, I see that dusk is already falling, which brings tears to my eyes—tears I’ve been holding deep inside me for so long, for so many years. “You didn’t see that, there was nothing there. Come on, pull yourself together.”

    Suddenly, a voice so friendly, sweet, and wonderful sounds to my right. It sounds like the one I haven’t heard in so long, which is why I flinch to the left, frightened and shocked, with tears in my eyes, and turn toward her.

    “Hello, oh, please forgive me if I startled you; I just wanted to ask if we know each other? You look so familiar to me. And the way you just reacted, I thought maybe you knew me too,” she asks me kindly.

    There she stands, Sheyla, just as she was back then, speaking to me. It all feels so unreal, and I don’t really know what to say or how to react. Still, I slowly calm down, wipe away my tears, and rest my arms on the balcony railing again. “I’m sorry, but this must be a mistake. No, we don’t know each oth . You just remind me strongly of someone from back then, and she looked exactly like you. That’s all; we’ve never met before,” I say, looking straight ahead at the evening sky, my whole body still trembling.

    “Okay, please forgive me, I didn’t mean to disturb you.” She exhales sadly. “And to think I’m from there, damn, how embarrassing. I’d better go, if you’d like. I hope you have a lovely evening.” She turns away, ashamed.

    With sadness in her eyes and one foot already out the door, I call after her: “No, wait, please wait—you couldn’t have known. Please stay. I’d really appreciate your company.” I smile at her, a touch of sadness in my eyes.

    “Okay, if that’s the case, then let me introduce myself,” she says with a suddenly delighted smile. “My name is Chloe Mylove, and you are?”

    With a small smile, I say, “Chloe, then—a beautiful name. I’m pleased to meet you. I’m Till’s best man. My name is Roy Trevor. You see, he and I have been like brothers since high school, and since I’m his only friend, he thought I should be his best man too…”

    Then my grin fades at the one thought that makes me shudder again, and I fall silent for a brief moment. With a sad, serious expression, I then say, “It’s just that the whole thing is really getting to me… And why are you here?”

    “It’s nice to see you too, Roy. I find that really funny, because I’m Kara’s maid of honor. Whatever she wants, she gets. And that comes entirely from me,” she says, beaming with joy. “But I don’t understand how such a lovely evening could hurt you—what happened?” she asks.

    “Well, I guess we’ve both been pretty lucky. And… well, please don’t get me wrong, but I don’t want to ruin your evening . Not with a story like that on such a wonderful day.”

    “Oh wow, now you’ve said the wrong thing, because first of all, I love stories, and second, you’ve made me curious.”

    “No, really, I don’t think you want to hear something like that…”

    There’s a brief moment of silence, and the warm summer air gently brushes against our skin. Now I look even sadder. “I don’t think anyone would ever want to hear something like that.”

    “Oh, come on, tell me. I’m tough, you know. So, I have time and I’m practically alone here, and since I love stories, tell me now.”

    “Okay, all right then. I was once the happiest person in the world and turned into a soulless wreck within a month. And that was exactly seven years ago.” I let out a small laugh. “And pretty much exactly this month. Strictly speaking, today is the day everything ended, the day I endured my most painful day.”

    I look back at her with two tears in my eyes and a serious expression. “Are you really sure you want to hear this story? Because I don’t think you’ll like it at all. It hurts, and that pain is unlike anything else in the world.”

    Shocked and puzzled, she looks at me and says quietly, spellbound: “Okay, I’m curious. Tell me.” Her tone betrays her curiosity.

    
      

    

    
      

    

    
      

    

    It was the summer of 2022, and I had been together with Lucia Grey—a woman I’d known since childhood—for five long years when she suddenly broke up with me out of the blue. I was lost and didn’t know what to do.

    “Is that it after all these years, Lucia, PLEASE? Why all of a sudden now?” I cried out in despair.

    “Roy, stop it! The truth is, I just don’t feel it anymore. I haven’t for a long time. I’m sorry, but I have to go my own way.”

    “Okay, if that’s the case, then I won’t hold you back. I wish you all the best on your ‘JOURNEY,’ wherever it may take you,” I said sadly, dismissively to her.

    She walked to our door with her things and didn’t even look back. When the door slammed shut, it felt like a thousand trucks ran me over, and I was left alone.

    That same evening, I immediately met up with Till at our favorite bar and told him everything.

    “Bro, damn it, she just doesn’t deserve you, but try to take it a little easier. There are so many other women out there, and she wasn’t the one. Listen, I know what you need. I’m invited to a party tomorrow night, and you’re coming with me.”

    Till turned briefly to the bartender and said, “Hey, we’d like to pay. Don’t worry, bro, it’s on me.”

    We went outside to walk along the river for a bit until we stopped to watch the sunset. “Thanks for everything, bro, but I’m really not in the mood for a party right now. I’m still going to—”

    But he cut me off immediately and said, “Ah, ah, ah, no, don’t argue, you’re coming with me, and you know why?”

    I sighed in exasperation and asked, “Why?”

    “Because I just happened to hear that a very specific person will be there too, namely Sheyla Labines Marion.”

    I looked at him in amazement and asked, “WHAT? Did you just say Sheyla? How is that possible? How did that happen?”

    “Yes, Sheyla,” Till laughed a little. “Well, my beloved wife asked who was coming, and ’s name came up. I don’t think that’s a coincidence—it’s fate—and that’s exactly why you absolutely have to come. Come on, let’s go, it’ll be fun.”

    I thought about it, but didn’t take long to decide.

    “Hmm, Sheyla, how long has it been? Exactly fourteen years since I last saw her. I still remember elementary school clearly; she was my classmate for six years, and she was the nicest girl in school. Anyway, she was always sweet to me; we never fought or got on each other’s nerves.”

    Suddenly, I felt a surge of excitement inside. I said, “Okay, well then, let’s go rock this party. I’m looking forward to it! Oh man, I wonder what she’ll say when she sees me.”

    Nervously, I looked out at the water and watched the waves dance up and down toward the sunset.

    “Well, definitely nothing bad, right?” Till said, giving me a firm pat on the shoulder. “Just look at yourself, man. Look what you’ve made of yourself. And after the few stories you’ve told me about you guys, she’ll definitely be happy to see you, too. Trust me, it’s going to be great.”

    “All right, bro, if you say so, then it must be true. Come on, let’s head out; I want to be ready for tomorrow.” And so we parted ways with a fist bump to get ready for the next day.

    At the big party—which I didn’t know who had actually planned, let alone who it was for—I felt very relaxed inside and was in a great mood, which I wouldn’t have expected given that my heart and five years of my life had been stolen from me. I wondered if I could ever love again. After three hours of being there, Till and I were standing in the kitchen, each sipping our drinks, when a blonde woman approached me and asked if I’d like to dance with her.

    After a moment’s hesitation, I said, “Sure, I’d love to,” and gave her a smile.

    As she wrapped her arms around my neck, I lovingly cupped her waist with my hands to flirt with her a little more directly. But I had the feeling that the chemistry between us wasn’t right. Suddenly, a vision of my time with Lucia came over me, and I quickly felt a burning heat inside, which after a good minute led me to say, “I’m sorry, but I can’t. Still, thank you very much for this moment.” Then I gave her another brief smile.

    She wasn’t the person at the party who was meant to be a part of my life. So I stopped dancing with her. She said, “No problem,” smiled briefly, gave me a kiss on the cheek, and walked away.

    Meanwhile, Till was chatting next to me with Kara and one of her friends. They were having a lot of fun, which I couldn’t exactly say about myself. So I said, “Hey, Till, I’m going to head out; I’m not feeling too well, but I hope you guys have a great time.”

    Then he said loudly, “NO, wait, wait, wait. You’re not leaving yet, my friend.”

    He turned back to the women and said, “Ladies, I’ll be right back, don’t forget what you were going to say.” I called after him, “Hey, Till, no, wait, oh damn, and he’s already gone.” He was going to get someone, I assumed, and then it suddenly occurred to me: “Yeah, of course, Sheyla’s here too… That’s why I’m here.”

    When he came back with someone in tow and I looked that person in the eyes, I felt my heart skip at least two beats. I had never seen anything more beautiful than her. An angel in human form—there was no other way to describe it. With her shiny nut-brown hair, her emerald-green eyes that sparkled at me like a thousand stars in a single spot, and her sudden smile, which expressed tenderness and care like a river. Since we already knew each other, and especially since she didn’t know I was there, the surprise was huge when she saw me and looked me straight in the eyes, while Till turned back to his wife and her friend.

    “HEEY SHEYLA, how are you?”

    “ROY? Is that you? I can’t believe it. I’m doing pretty well, and you?”

    “Great, I can’t complain, except that I just got dumped, but hey, life goes on… Man, it’s so nice to see you! What have you been up to for the last fourteen years?”

    “Oh no, really? I’m sorry to hear that, but please do me a favor—cheer up, okay? I’m in the same boat as you. I’m also just coming out of a long-term relationship. And right now I’m an assistant at a law firm—lots of paperwork and way too many clients.”

    “Really, you too? Did he break up with you, or did you break up with him? And that definitely sounds exhausting. My condolences.”

    “Um, he broke up with me, yeah, he fell in love with someone else. Oh, but I’ll be fine. You just have to find your balance, then everything works out, and you, what have you been up to?”

    “Oh man, well, what can you do? Love goes where it goes, right? With me, it just didn’t feel right anymore. I don’t know if there was someone else involved, but I guess that’s just how it’s meant to be. But that’s great for you—I’m happy to hear about your career; it’s a prestigious job. I build buildings, to put it simply. It’s exhausting, but it’s fun; you make a living doing what you do.”

    “Oh, that sounds great—you can tell just by looking at you, and we always need that.”

    “Yeah, you’re right,” I said with a smile. “Tell me, do you live around here? I’ve never seen you here before, and I’m out and about a lot.”

    “Yeah, actually. Just a little further out. Here in the neighborhood on the outskirts of town—it’s called Cells End. It’s only about a half-hour walk from here, and it’s not that big either.”

    “How cool, then maybe we can see each other more often. Of course, only if you feel like it.”

    “Yeah, I think that’s doable, and I’d really love to.”

    Then I asked, “Hey, would you like to dance with me?”

    She said, “Yes, I’d love to.” She put her arms around my neck and I put my hands around her waist. Just then, an old love song started playing. She was so beautiful that I trembled as I exhaled. I fell in love with her right then and there. We looked even deeper into each other’s eyes, and there I saw in her gaze that she knew something had suddenly happened that she couldn’t describe. A kind of awakening to perfection. As if she had a faint inkling that I was the one thing in her life she had been missing all along. It just felt right right away.

    Instinctively, my hands moved toward her back pockets, but only a little—I couldn’t control it, as if something were guiding me. I hesitated because I didn’t want to go too far with her, didn’t want to hurt her. But I felt complete. I wanted to be caring right away. I knew right away that she was the one, so I couldn’t rush things. I just kept looking into her eyes. But then she whispered in my right ear, lovingly and like a bright flash of lightning striking the sea: “Where have you been all this time?”

    She took her hands off my neck and brought them behind her back, took my hands, and deliberately pushed them deeper into her back pockets. This pulled me downward, yet I remained rigidly fixated on what I saw before me. Suddenly, the lamp above us went out and back on three times. When it stayed on, it had turned a reddish-pink. We were startled and looked up at the light, glancing at the other guests to see if they’d noticed too, but they hadn’t. Then we looked into each other’s eyes again—and straight into each other’s souls—and a smile broke out between us. We embraced. From that moment on, we knew we were meant for each other.

    Suddenly, an intrusive voice rang out behind her: “Come on, Sheyla, we have to go—you know, work.” We were startled. It felt as if a tsunami had torn us apart, and so we parted ways just as suddenly.

    Her face turned sad. Then she smiled at me briefly one last time, turned around, and walked toward her friend, beaming with joy but still looking back at me. She took the black women’s jacket her friend handed her and said to me with a smile, “I’m so sorry, but this can’t wait. It was really nice to see you again, Roy. Have a nice evening.”

    And just like that, she was gone.

    I realized with a start that we had parted ways without giving any thought to how we would stay in touch. I had never felt such perfect love in my entire life as the one that emanated from her and me. Suddenly, my body felt so magical, as if I had become immortal, as if a missing piece of the puzzle had fallen into place. The piece of the puzzle I had been searching for all along.

    “Hey Kara, please tell me, do you have her number?” I said hopefully.

    “I’m really sorry, Roy, but since this was our first time meeting, I don’t have it, unfortunately.”

    “Oh no, please don’t let that be true.” I ran to the window and saw them driving away in their car. “Okay, stay calm, I’m not giving up hope—you always meet three times in life. I’ll be heading out then…,” I muttered quietly. I turned to the others. “Yeah, guys, I had a lot of fun and it gave me new hope, but I’m going to head home now,” I said, staring absently at the ceiling, my thoughts entirely on her. Then I snapped back to reality. “See you guys in a few days.”

    “All right, have fun!” they shouted after me in unison.
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