“Constant Craving”

It had been an affair of the heart, his heart, overwhelming, all-consuming yet unconsummated, not even acknowledged by either of them.  There had been tantalising incidents, decades of occasional contact, Christmas and Birthday cards.  
And phone calls: across the years just hearing her velvet voice had been enough to sustain the fantasy, despite lack of any evidence of reciprocal feeling, enough to bring flame from a smouldering ember, flame that flickered and subsided again until the next time.
The next time had been oblique and coincidental.  He wasn’t even thinking of her, in fact through the suppressant effect of happy marriages he had mostly forgotten the feeling of her.  Then, while he was reading an unexpected wedding invitation from her daughter, K D Lang insinuated into his consciousness from his Smart Speaker. 

“Even through the darkest phase
Be it thick or thin
Always someone marches brave
Here beneath my skin
And constant craving
Has always been”
Poof!  A crackling conflagration.
Arrangements for attendance at the wedding inevitably brought more frequent contact, and a frisson that they would not only meet again, but perhaps even dance.  The prospect that, after all this time, they might actually hold each other close, however innocently, was almost too much to bear. 
Then something quite devastatingly exquisite happened. Filing side by side into the hotel dining room, after the formal guest and family photos, she slipped her hand into his and, briefly, their fingers unconsciously intertwined.  It was like being hit with a tazer that tore through his reticence and hopeless hopefulness and rendered him insensible. 
He didn’t react, didn’t know how to react, and the moment was gone.  Nothing was said, but what did it mean?  Was it a signal?  Did she love him after all?  Did he dare believe that?  There was no dance, but she invited him to join her in her suite while she rested her small and fashionably constrained feet.  He brought her tea but declined an invitation to stay, fearful that her friends and family might have seen two old friends leaving together, and made four from two and two.  
And so, through widowhood for them both, the phantom affair continued, he assumed more in his mind than hers.  Birthdays were forgotten, phone calls became less frequent, text messages had to be solicited, they drifted into a backwater of unasked, and unanswered, questions. 
Then, in the dawn glow of an early autumn, and while debating with himself whether to send her a birthday card or let the sleeping dog lie, he had a phone call from her daughter.  
Mum’s very ill.  She’s had a stroke, she’s in hospital.  Can you come?”
By her bedside in a blue-lit single room in ICU, the warmth of her hand as their fingers again intertwined contrasted with airconditioned chill, and the peace of the moment was irritated by beeping of monitors.  He brushed a lock of still full greying hair from her forehead, and touched her cheek.  She opened her eyes, their iridescent blue glazed and moist. He smiled.
“Hello, you.”
“You came.  That’s nice.  Such a long way.”
“How could I not?  And then he said it.  “I came because I have feelings for you.  I always have.” 
She sighed through a weak smile, and squeezing his hand held it.  She whispered.
“I know.  I’ve always known.  Since the very first time we met.”
“Why didn’t you say something?”  
She coughed a little, shifted her head on the pillow and managed a croaky, almost dismissive, laugh.
“Why didn’t you?”
He looked away, embarrassed, and then said.
“I think it was cowardice.  We were married to others then.  I didn’t have the guts to hurt other people.  I’ve always been afraid of tossing a brick into a still pond.  To be truthful, it’s taken this long to even admit it to myself.”
“And yet, now, here you are.  Here we are.  Has it been a waste, do you think?”
“No. If we’d started something back then, the children we had with others, our wonderful grandchildren and their children, would not exist.  Lifetimes of memories so, no, never a waste to have loved.  Perhaps just a pity I didn’t have the courage to look you in the eye and say it.”  
“We could do it together, now, if you like.”
The thrill of her saying “we” flashed through his heart, and she saw him flush and falter.  Squeezing his hand encouragingly she said,
On the count of three, then?”
“OK, then.  One, two….”
Before they reached three together they both paused on the brink, and drew deep steadying breaths.  The beep of the monitors fluttered briefly, but his grip on her hand relaxed and he slumped across her.  Stroking his hair, she said it for them both.  “Three.  I love you.”
If only he’d known.
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