Dearly Beloved

by Susan Owens / 1143 words

I met my late husband, Dan Owens, when I was sixteen. In the nearly five years between when we met and when we married, we lived in the same town only four months. The rest of the time we saw each other as often as possible. It wasn’t enough. To compensate, we spent a fortune on long-distance phone calls. That wasn’t enough, either.

Email, cell phones, texts, Skype, Facetime, Zoom were decades in the future. What held our love together were the hundreds of handwritten letters processed, transported, and delivered by the United States Postal Service. Long, heartfelt, soul-searching letters. Funny, newsy, informative letters. Irritated (and irritating) letters. Impatient, I can’t wait to smother you with kisses letters. Lonely, I miss you, why can’t we be together letters. I wrote on deckled-edged stationery in pastel shades. He wrote on typing or tablet paper, folded in thirds, stuffed into #10 business envelopes. We both wrote in cursive.

I saved every letter, moving them from nightstand to dresser drawer to a series of cardboard boxes. When I went to college, the boxes went with me. Dan lugged his stash from dorm room to campus apartment to his parents’ home, where he lived while starting work as a new grad. It never occurred to us to hide our letters from prying eyes or, God forbid, destroy them. Our folks had made it clear they opposed our relationship—sometimes vehemently so—but we knew they would never violate our privacy by reading or confiscating our mail. The fate of the letters was not in their hands.

When we married, we took the letters to our first apartment, where the air conditioning didn’t work and the furniture was early attic. We carted them to the house we rented on a whim, where the cat sunned herself on the nubbly white bedspread and the fire department showed up the day I accidentally set the oven ablaze. Three years later, a moving van brought them to a house in another city, a bizarre house built on six levels at the top of a hill. Here we became parents. And here a bird flew in the window and we had to catch it with a fishing net. And here, on the one weekend we were out of town, the kitchen cabinets fell off the wall and smashed our English china, a gift from Dan’s grandmother, into a thousand shards of remorse.

Now that we saw each other every day and could talk whenever we wanted, our long, heartfelt letters, stashed on the top shelf of our bedroom closet, were quickly forgotten. Married written exchanges were more focused: grocery lists and the occasional greeting card. “Happy whatever day; I love you; I’m yours forever; don’t forget to stop for milk on your way home.” 

One Friday night, just after our fourth anniversary, a persistent snowfall tapped gently on the windows of the six-level house. Our daughter was asleep on level five, an animal mobile suspended over her crib, an antique rocker keeping watch in the corner. The dishwasher gurgled contentedly on level two. “Want me to light a fire in the fireplace?” Dan asked. “We could open that bottle of wine your folks gave us for our anniversary.”

“Great idea,” I replied. “If you get the logs from the basement (level one), I’ll get the wine and maybe some of that leftover cheese ball.”

By the time I reached the den (level two) with the wine and cheese, orange-red flames were licking the carefully stacked logs. The scent of burning wood brought back a host of childhood memories: the warmth of the fire on chilly summer mornings at my grandparents’ Adirondack cabin; the sweet stickiness of bonfire-roasted marshmallows at Girl Scout camp; the acrid smell of the rusted oil drum where Dad burned our refuse before there was municipal collection, and the day he mistakenly grabbed a bag Mom had set aside for hand washing and incinerated all her girdles.

I shared these memories with Dan; he shared some of his with me. It was a night for memories. We had a glass of wine. Then one of us, I don’t remember which, mentioned the letters. Soon we decided to read them. Soon after that we filled shopping bags with boxes from the bedroom closet (level four) and took them to the den.

We started in silence but were soon reading to each other aloud. Five turbulent years, fighting the powers that be, growing up apart while growing together, were recorded in those pages. We cried, hugged, and howled with laughter as we tumbled over the adventures of our youth. Along the way we had another glass of wine. Then one of us—again, I can’t remember who—said, “There’s no way I would ever want our kids to read these.”

“Ohmagod,” said the other. “I can’t imagine!” Even fifty years ago, the content of the letters would probably have offended fewer people than a Hallmark Channel movie, but in terms of sappiness, they were downright embarrassing. I think we both had visions of our infant daughter as a teenager, sitting on her bed, surrounded by evidence of the drawn-out drama of her parents’ young lives and giggling uncontrollably. The thought was horrifying.

The snow continued to fall. Dan put another log on the fire. We split the last of the wine.

“Maybe we should burn them,” one of us said. “Do you think?”

“Yeah, probably for the best.”

We had not read them all; we burned them anyway. One by one, we fed the fire, watching the flames dance among the joy, sorrow, elation, despair, and ultimate triumph of five years of our lives. When the last sheets turned to ash, we put the empty boxes in the trash and went to bed. A few months later, we bought a house of our own. 

Life went on, sometimes up, sometimes down, as life does, and for a long time we were far too busy living in the present to think much about the past. Truth be told, when our daughter became a teenager, we even congratulated ourselves on having done away with any incriminating evidence. Only later did we understand the value of what we had destroyed.

When Dan died at the age of sixty-one, we’d been married thirty-seven years. Four months later I moved to a new city to start a new life. As I was cleaning out the attic in preparation for the move, I found a small packet of letters that had somehow escaped the flames. The tablet paper was brown with age and the loopy handwriting starting to fade, but the words of the boy I fell in love with as a teenager, and the kind and gentle man he became, had weathered the test of time.  “Dear Suzie, I miss you. Love, Dan.”
