Careless Whispers 
“I love you”, she said.

“I love you too”, he replied.

Despite the murmured talk and the non - stop hustle and bustle of the busy café at lunchtime, I could hear the conversation behind me with surprising clarity. I tried to block them all out so I could concentrate on my crossword until my order was ready. I don’t know why I bother trying though, I only get my pen clicked before my order is at my usual table with a seat for one facing the entrance.
“Here you go Brian, the usual. Ham and cheese toastie with chips on the side.” One plate, one knife and one fork. Lunch for one.
“Thank you James, tea on the way too?” I enquire, even though I know it is.

“Hold your horses, it’s coming!” James replied with mock insult. He brought it over. Tea for one.
I placed my crossword to the side and started on my toastie. The sounds of the café filled my head. People ordering lunch, the noise of the cash register as orders are being paid for and others fighting for their conversation to be heard by their company.
“I cannot believe we’re having a baby, another one!” a man said with such joy and excitement that my initial feeling of unease at hearing a private conversation immediately evaporated. This was not the usual boring lunchtime chatter of tedious work issues (you’re at lunch, give it a rest. Nobody cares what you said to the angry supplier for not being paid on time). This was interesting, life changing and wonderful news. I had never married, too selfish I suppose to share my time with another person, and I most certainly have never been in a conversation which I was now unwittingly privy to. Listening to the joy and pure raw love though struck a chord within me.  This couple were having a baby (another one!) and I couldn’t move from my seat. I don’t know why but I wanted to share their happiness no matter how briefly.

Ghosts of girlfriends and lovers past came to mind. The ‘flimsy no chance of going anywhere ones’ (there was a few) and the ‘uh oh, this is getting serious and I’m falling in love with this woman ones’ (not many of them). And then the one. The one. There is though for everyone isn’t there. One. The one. My ‘one’ was Claire. We were together for a year. I didn’t realise at the time but it was the happiest year of my life. We did everything together and I loved it, loved her and loved how she made me feel being with her. 

Then I got scared. What if she leaves? What if she finds someone better and leaves me? How do I cope with that?
So I did what I do best. I sabotaged the relationship. We had ‘the talk’ and made it clear that I never wanted to marry, that I never would marry and I could not stand children. Yuck. They take up all your time and money and attention. No thanks. I’ll skip that. My declaration had the desired effect and pretty soon she wasn’t my Claire anymore. By the time I knew I made a mistake, the biggest mistake of my life, it was too late. The damage was well and truly done. I had successfully damaged my chance of lifelong love and the chance of everlasting happiness. Listening to this couple now and how they loved and cared for each other shone a spotlight on my mistake. Jesus, I wish I could take it back. 
The weather outside had become dark, gloomy and miserable.
“Will we find out the sex this time?” she asked.

“No, I think we should keep it as a surprise like last time. As long as you and the baby are safe then it doesn’t matter…though I hope we have a boy this time!” he replied and broke out laughing at what he said. She just looked on with bemusement as tears rolled down his cheek. 
“I love when you do that” she said.

“What?”

“Laugh uncontrollably at something you say…no matter how funny it isn’t!” 

He looked at her with fake hurt in his eyes.

Now it was her time to laugh.

“You always make me laugh” she said. “It’s why I love you.”

Just listening to them filled my heart with happiness and some regret. I smiled to myself as I listened. His back was facing me so my eavesdropping was undetected. They were too engrossed with each other anyway to pay attention to a lonely old bore like myself. The rain had just started falling and there was a promise of more. I looked out the window as people hurried past trying to get where they were going before getting caught in the oncoming downpour.
Excitement and hope filled their voices. The love coming from their voices was so genuine and thick for each other and their family, it felt I could reach out my hand and touch it. You could have had this you fool, I thought, if you hadn’t been such a coward and been so self-absorbed. These aren’t new thoughts and emotions for me though. Christmas dinner for one loses its charm after about the fifth one.
The rain outside no longer seemed as bad. I felt listening to this couple would act as an umbrella and shield me from the elements when the time came for me to leave.
“What time is Daisy back actually?” he asked. Daisy, even the name inspired images of summer; sunshine, children playing and good times. If I wasn’t careful, my usual dour demeanour in the office will have been replaced permanently by the inexplicable huge smile I had on my face just listening to them.
“They’re actually late” she said. They. Probably one of the grandparents minding Daisy. Such a close family all told.  With luck I might even hear them tell the grandparent their news and share their moment of joy. Happiness is addictive even though admittedly it’s not mine nor has it anything to do with me.
I check my watch. Twenty minutes until I have to leave. If granny or grandad hurries with Daisy I might just have enough time. I’m mulling over the idea of ringing the office and telling them something has happened and I might be a few minutes late back to the office. Christ knows when I might get to feel this way again.
“Here they are now” she said. I casually look towards the door. You’ve no idea what’s coming your way, I thought. A man in his 30’s walks in with a toddler in a buggy. Not with granny or grandad, must be Daisy’s uncle or maybe her Godfather.

“Hello my love” he said and bent over and kissed ‘his love’. On the lips too judging by the sound. “Hi Mick. Thanks for helping Kim get the paint. Kim, Daisy’s check up with the doctor was grand, everything is fine and unless she flares up again she doesn’t need to go for the monthly check-ups anymore. Isn’t that right Daisy Do?”

The little girl laughed before saying, “out out out” possibly a world record number of times in the space of one minute. 

“Ok my little girl, out to mammy.” This brought applause from the little girl. “Were you a good girl for the doctor Daisy?”
“Yes mammy.”

“That’s my girl. Would you like a cake for being so brave?”

“Yes please!”

“Jack will you get it?”

“Cream cake for my baby girl coming up. I’m going to have a coffee too, you guys want anything?”

“No thanks honey” she said.

“I’ll have another tea please Jack” said Mick.

“Mick, before I forget. Mam rang earlier looking for you, she said your phone was going straight to voicemail. She said to give her a call, I think she wants to know if you and Sue are coming to Christmas dinner. It won’t be too bad, we’re going too.”

“Oh yeah. My phone’s been acting up, I’ll give her a call later when I’m home.”

My head was spinning as I listened and made sense of what I heard. I felt nauseous. In a matter of minutes it had all changed. 

As I sat in my office looking out the window, soaked through and through from the walk back, my thoughts again returned to Claire. But instead of feeling a loss I felt vindicated at my decades old decision. Love is an illusion. Now you see it, now you don’t.
This is why I did it Claire, I thought. This is what happens. People say they’ll be together forever but they don’t. People don’t realise what they have until they throw it away. They lie and cheat and lie and cheat until they get caught. Then it’s all about self-preservation. It won’t happen again. I’m sorry. Please forgive me. I love you. Nothing but cheap words from liars and cheaters.
No Claire. What I did was right and brave. I saved us the torture of betraying one another and ruining what we had. We can look back at our time together with real affection and know that we were true to each other. Is it better to burn out than to fade away?
I’ll go home, feed the fish and watch a bit of TV. I’ll pop into the shop on the way and buy a pint of milk and a small pan and have a sandwich later. I might buy a packet of crisps too.

Later that evening after feeding the fish I sat in my armchair picking the crumbs off my jumper. I looked around my small home. No photographs of family occasions or memorable days out. No photographs at all actually. I can’t remember the last time I had to pose for a photo. Jesus, when was it?
From my armchair in my sitting room it takes me 5 strides to get to my kitchen sink. From there another 10 strides to reach my bed. 
An apartment designed for one. Inhabited by a life designed for one.
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