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Let Me Call You Sweetheart

Jack met Maryanne in a bar. It wasn’t the best love story from the sounds of it, but it wasn’t a normal bar either. It was 1963, and that was where all of the local twenty-somethings went to dance. 

Jack had just gotten back from a tour of duty. He wore his military uniform to the bar. He sat at one of the high tops and ordered a beer. 

“Do you want to dance?” He heard behind him, as he brought the bottle to his lips.

He turned around and saw her there: purple dress with white polka dots, blonde hair sculpted perfectly to flip at her shoulders . . . Jack almost spit out his beer right there. 

“Are you asking me to?” he asked.

“Well, I like to give a man in uniform a little fun,” she flirted.

Jack set down his beer. “Do you say that to every man you see in a uniform?”

“Only the cute ones,” she admitted.

“Oh,” he laughed. “So I’m cute. Well my, my you have a way with words, little lady. What’s your name?”

She smiled. “Maryanne.”

The two of them danced that night, and every night of the week for a month. Eventually they fell in love, and, as fate would have it, Jack married Debbie, the girl he grew up next door to.

Fifty years later, Jack was sitting on the bed, with his dear Debbie standing in front of him, a shoebox in her hand.

“I was looking for your dress shoes,” she said, hysterical. “For the funeral. You know, Ken’s funeral. My brother. My best friend. The man who said I shouldn’t marry you because you were the type of child that would push people off their bicycles. Well, I found these instead. You know what these are, Jack? Do you?”

He did. He debated playing stupid or not. He never knew exactly what type of mood Debbie was in. 

“They’re LOVE LETTERS!” She threw the shoebox at him, narrowly missing his head. “LOVE LETTER TO MARYANNE! They’re years old. Years! And you still have them?! What, did you want to start a shrine or something? DID YOU JACK?!”

Jack didn’t say anything.

Debbie huffed and puffed, and before the argument escalated further, the two of them heard the front door open and a voice call out, “Hey Ma! Hey Dad!”

Jack groaned. Debbie shot him a nasty look, before going out to the kitchen. Jack looked at the love letters, that had fallen out of the shoebox and sprinkled out onto the bed, before sighing and following his wife out to the kitchen.

“Hey, Dad,” Carol said, assuming her usual spot looking in the fridge. She pulled out a block of cheese. “Don’t give Gavin, this, okay? He had diarrhea for a week.”

Gavin, Carol’s only sheltered child, was practically wrapped around his mother’s legs. He was ten, with glasses and slightly greasy hair. 

“Hey, kid,” Jack said.

“Kids are goats, Dad.” Carol rolled her eyes, pulled and apple out of the fridge, crossed the room to wash it in the sink and handed it to Gavin. 

“Back in my day he would have eaten that right off the tree,” Jack joked.

“I don’t want my child to get poisoned by pesticides.” Carol rolled her eyes. 

Debbie walked in the room at that moment, and hugged her daughter and grandson. As they exchanged their hellos, Jack noticed that he wife did not acknowledge him and slowly withered in guilt upon her finding the letters. It was just something she wasn’t going to understand, and he did not know how to explain it.

Carol finally left, and Debbie retreated to the dining room table to clip some coupons, leaving Jack alone with Gavin. Jack wanted nothing more than to head down to the basement and watch TV, but there was no way a kid like Gavin would be okay with that. Carol never let him watch TV, and for some reason Gavin believed that his brain would turn to mush if he did.

Instead, the two of them played a game of chess in the living room. Neither of them were very good chess players, which made the game pretty boring. Jack attempted small talk with his only grandson.

“So . . . how’s school?”

“Good.” Jack shrugged.

“What school is it again . . . a moon sore . . .?”

“Montessori,” Gavin said, capturing Jack’s knight with his bishop. “We’re learning how to knit.”

“Isn’t that a little girly?” Jack asked.

Gavin smiled. “Mom told me you might say that if I told you.”

Jack moved a pawn, and instantly was scooped up by Gavin’s rook. “Do you have a girlfriend?” 

“Grandpa,” Gavin groaned. “I’m only ten.”

“Right.”

They finished their chess game, Jack losing gloriously, and then continued another one. Halfway through, Jack scooted away to use the restroom, purposely taking a little longer than usual to wash his hands. When he went back into the living room, he discovered Gavin was gone, and the door to the bedroom was open slightly.

Jack peeked into the room, to see Gavin sitting on the bed, looking at the letters sprinkled everywhere.

“Gavin . . .” Jack began.

“Who’s Maryanne?” Gavin asked.

“Your grandmother,” Jack lied. 

“Grandma’s name is Debra,” Gavin said. “But nice try.”

Jack sighed. There were some conversations he never planned on having with his grandson, and this was one of them. This was a conversation he had never planned to have period, however his snooping wife made that very difficult. Yet, for some reason, maybe it was because Gavin was the product of Carol, he felt as though he had to explain himself.

He sat on the bed next to his grandson, and said, “Those are letters to my ex girlfriend.”

“Why are you writing letters to your ex girlfriend?” Gavin asked.

“Those are old.”

“Why didn’t you send them?”

It was a moment where Jack debated telling Gavin the truth, but then again not even Debbie knew the truth, and although the kid was adorable there was a good chance he would tell his mother what his grandfather had told him. “It’s complicated.”

“Why did you keep them?”

Jack sighed. “That’s even more complicated.

Gavin bit his lip, and pushed his glasses up to prevent them from slipping down the edge of his nose. “You know how you asked me earlier if I had a girlfriend?”

“Yeah,” Jack said, confused about the abrupt subject change, yet not at all hesitant about letting it move forward.

“Well.” Gavin pushed his glasses again. “There is a girl I like. But I don’t think she would even notice me.”

“What’s her name?” Jack asked.

“Hazel.” Gavin blushed. “She’s in my class. We sit next to each other and when we were knitting last week she showed me how to use a cable hook. She even touched my hand and . . . I felt butterflies and stuff.”

Gavin was bright red. Jack tried not to laugh at the ridiculous sight, or even more so that the two little lovebirds bonded over knitting. “Well,” he said. “Do you talk to her?”

“Sometimes.” Gavin shrugged. “But lately I just get tongue tied.”

“Tell her,” Jack said. “Next time you see her laugh . . .” For a moment, he thought of her. “That her eyes sparkle when she does.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Jack met Debbie when they were four. Debbie’s family moved next door to him. With an alcoholic father and a tired mother, Jack found himself at Debbie’s house a lot, hanging out with her brother Hank who was only a year older than them. Jack and Hank formed a tight friendship, one that lasted after Jack married his little sister.

That afternoon after Carol picked up Gavin, Jack could feel the ice coming off of Debbie. The second he walked into the dining room and saw her clipping coupons, he could feel it, and his bones were so cold they were going to snap.

“Hey,” he said.

“Don't.” She held up her hand. “I am so done with hearing excuses from you. I don't know why you're writing to her, more importantly I don't know why you're stupid enough to make copies of the letters, but that is besides the point.”

“You realize I didn't make copies,” Jack said. “You realize those are originals. I never sent them to her. She wouldn't get them anyway.”

“But you still wrote them.” Debbie looked up, and Jack felt like her eyes were going to slice him in half. “You wrote them and I read them and there they are. You couldn't throw them away, you just hung onto them for years to come. So congratulations. I'm hurt, and you're a pig. Just go away.”

Defeated, Jack decided to do what Debbie told him to do, so he retreated to the local bar to meet Hank. The two ordered beers and meatball subs, and watched the football game on the TV.

“Debbie found my Maryanne letters,” Jack admitted around half time.

Hank was a very protective older brother, but he was also a very over protective best friend, making him a good buffer for either Jack or Debbie whenever they fought. “How did that go?” he asked.

“Not good,” Jack said. He finished his beer, and acknowledged the bar tender to bring him another one. “She’s mad at me, giving me the cold shoulder. Gavin was over today and she wouldn’t even hide it from him.”


“How is the brat?”


“That’s a strong word,” Jack said. “He’s not so much bratty as sheltered. I gotta tell ya, I knew Carol wasn’t the happiest kid, but her mother and I gave her a good childhood. I don’t know why she feels the need to baby that kid.”

“She had a kid a little weird too,” Hank says. “That donor thing she did.”

“Who could stand being around her,” Jack joked, and then felt bad. It was his daughter after all. 

“So . . . what are you going to do about Debbie?” Hank asked, bringing it back on subject. “I mean, she doesn’t really know the truth about what happened between the two of you. Can’t blame her for being ignorant.”

Jack saw truth in Hank’s statement, but he still did not know what to do.
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When he got home, Jack found his wife in the living room, laying on the couch reading a book.

“What are you reading?” he asked.

“A book,” she replied.

“Descriptive.” Jack was getting annoyed with Debbie's behavior. When she found the letters he expected her to be a little upset, and yell at him, but he wasn't expecting this type of treatment. 

She did not bother to look up at him. Jack even noticed that she was still dressed, which was odd because usually she would get into her pajamas before her nightly read. He waited for her to maybe say something to him, but she didn’t. He decided to leave, but before he could, she asked, “How was the bar?”

“I met Hank,” he replied. “We had dinner together. He's doing well. Lily's back from college and moving in with the boyfriend, so that makes him and Betsy crazy. You know these kids now a days, they think they could just move in with the first person they think they fall in love with and all will be dandy. I'm glad neither of our kids did that.”

“And Maryanne? Was she there too?”

Jack sucked in his breath. “No,” he said, firmly. “I watched the game with your brother, and we had beer and subs and talked about how much I love you.”

Without another word, Jack headed to bed. When Debbie finally joined him, she made it a point to face away from her husband the entire night. 
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School was canceled again for Gavin the next day, so
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