Postcard

Imelda Meiher stared at the postcard in her hand: an albino deer surrounded
by brown leaves. She turned it over.

Im,
Saw this and thought of you.
-Breck

Imelda herself was neither albino nor deer. She dropped it into the wet,
slimy street, steaming with fresh rain.

"Proof that he doesn't think of me," she said. In her mind she said proof,
proof; proof, proof; proof, proof with every step down the sidewalk. Breck is near
the fucking tundra and all I get is this shitty piece of shit that means nothing, and
everyone is always thinking about Breck near the fucking tundra—I'm worried about
Breck; I don't know how he does it; it's got to be freezing near the goddamn
fucking tundra, what with the permafrost and whathaveyou,; he sure is making a
name for himself up there, I bet—those Finns would still bring him coffee if he
crapped in their saunas—

"Imelda! Imelda! Imelda! Imelda!"

"WHA-A-A-T!" she screamed, and turned around.

It was that Jennifer girl, the one from down the street, from high school, from
hell. They were both in college now; for Imelda all years past had burned away like
fire on paper. She cringed at the familiar face.

Jennifer lumbered forward—toting an oversized backpack and a bag of
groceries in each hand. She smacked her chapped lips together. "I saw you litter
back there."

Imelda continued walking. "I don't like you," she said. Jennifer followed one
step behind.

"I'm just coming back from my summer class," Jennifer said.

"Did you hear what I just said?"

"It's called The Complete Works of Shakespeare; we're reading everything in
six weeks."

"I want to push you in front of a car."

"But I've already read Hamlet, MacBeth, King Lear, Othello, and of course
Romeo and Juliet, but who hasn't read that?"

Imelda stopped and stuck out her foot. Jennifer fell knees-first to the
cement; her groceries spilled into the street.

Imelda, continuing her walk, looked back and thought, Now that's a fucking
tragedy!

Imelda walked through the back door and saw her mother in the kitchen.
She stood in front of the stove: a wooden spoon in one hand, a beer in the other;
her hair pulled back and falling and sticking to her glistening forehead.

"Hey, honey, how was work? Did you pick up your mail? The post office
called today and said your box is so full they can't fit nothing else in there."



Imelda climbed to the top of the few stairs and kicked off her shoes back
down to the landing. They flew into the row of coats and dropped slowly.

"Please don't say 'your box is so full'," Imelda mumbled. She squeezed by
her mother to get to the sink for a glass of water. "I got a postcard from Breck."

Her mother choked a little with the beer bottle to her lips. "Oh, so did I!" she
said after her sip. "It's on the front table. Let me see yours."

"I threw it in the street," Imelda said (in disbelief) as she moved her body
through the kitchen, through the dining room, into the front hall. She looked
shocked, sick, slow. Staring down at the postcard on the table, she heard her
mother say, "I'm making chicken and broccoli surprise!"—And from the corner of her
eye Imelda saw her mother take another swig of beer, then pour some into the pot
on the stove—"Surprise!"

On the postcard was an old black-and-white picture of a log cabin with a sign
that said something in Finnish. Imelda picked it up in her fingers and turned it over.
Her mother's kitchen droning provided a swirl of background noise as she read the
words:

Ms. Meiher,

Finland is spectacular. But not for everyone. I love the cold and snow.
Tomorrow we will trek into the tundra for observation. They've given me a
special face mask to keep me warm. I feel very legitimate, and they say I'm
doing great work. Say hi to Imelda for me.

Best,

Breck

"Are you reading it? Sounds like he's right at home, huh? Let me read
yours!"

Imelda moved back into the kitchen. She stuck the postcard out at arm's
length. "Why did he send you a postcard?"

"Because I asked him to," she said innocently. She stirred the pot slowly and
smiled at her daughter.

"Why did he say, 'Say hi to Imelda for me' when he fucking sent me a
postcard and then didn't even tell me any of the shit he told you?"

"Imelda! Calm down, will ya? Jesus Christ, I don't know why that boy does
what he does. Why don't you write to him, huh? He's probably been waiting and
waiting for you to send him a damn letter or something."

"Is there something going on between you and him?"

"Oh for chrissake, no! ...Imelda, I've known the kid just as long as you have;
he's just trying to be nice."

"Fine," Imelda said, very softly, very calmly. She breathed in and held it for a
moment before adding: "I don't want any beer in my dinner."

Imelda wiped the rolling sweat from between her breasts when no one was
looking. She stood under the red and white tent, hands on her hips, watching from a
distance the old woman's head bob above and below the row of perennials. Imelda’s
boss, Boss Ron, as she called him, was keeping an eye from inside the trailer, thirty
yards away.

"He probably has that fucking fan an inch away from his face," Imelda said to
herself. The old woman had a Black-Eyed Susan in each arm and was trying to pick



up a Lavender. Imelda shifted her weight, but didn't move from her spot under the
tent.

The trailer door squeaked open and slammed shut. Imelda heard Boss Ron's
feet on the woodchips, but she moved quickly out into the field—ducking first behind
the racks of hanging fuchsias—before he could scream at her. Customer service,
customer service, goddamn customer service; she'd heard it before.

Imelda approached the old woman near the daylilies. Bees buzzed in and out
of the petals and whizzed by her ears.

"Need help," Imelda said flatly.

"What was that?" The old woman twisted her neck to look up at Imelda, up
to the sun. She squinted her eyes and pulled her lips apart, revealing the red lipstick
on her teeth.

Imelda turned her eyes to the road—the divided highway, just a few yards
away, with passing cars and car radios and car air conditioning. She imagined
herself being sucked into traffic and the words slipped out dreamily: "Your voice is
like murder on my ears."

"What was that?" the old woman's voice grated.

Imelda's eyes snapped back in recovery. "I said, do you need help?" she
asked again, louder.

"Where's Josh? Is Josh here?"

"No, it's his day off."

"Well, I don't know if you can help me."

"You don't think I can help you carry some damn plants?"

"What was that?"

Imelda held her breath long enough for the words to slip back into her lungs.
She lifted two perennials from the woman's arms and said: "I'll take these to the
counter."”

The old woman followed Imelda across the woodchips, babbling on.

"The girls that work here are so lazy!" she grated. "All they do is point! I've
always favored the boys. It's a good thing I had sons! Did I tell you about my son,
Richard? He's a successful producer in Hollywood! Guess who his boss is!"

Imelda reached the counter and was trapped; the woman, now just inches
away and smelling of harsh eau de toilette, once again craned her neck to look up at
Imelda, lipsticked teeth and all. Imelda looked away—cringing and laughing and
cursing inside. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Boss Ron, lurking around the
rack of hanging pots. Now sandwiched between fucking nutcases and being
watched. She turned to the woman and offered an uninterested stare.

"BARRY GORDY!" the woman said, as if she would burst. "His boss is BARRY
GORDY! I called my son one afternoon, right, and he was taking a nap on his lunch
break! Do you ever do that? I bet you do!"

"That's fascinating," Imelda said. She punched the prices into the cash
register. "Your total is thirty-one, seventy-seven."

"What! I've only got three plants!" Grate, grate.

"And they're each nine ninety-nine. Didn't you see the sign?"

"What! They're selling them down the road—THE SAME PLANTS—for seven
dollars!"

"Lady, you drive a Lexus for chrissake; just give me the money."

Boss Ron tottered over on his lopsided legs—one thin, one not. He stood a
couple of inches below Imelda, and this, she thought, always enraged him even
more.

"Eye-melda," he fumed—always Eye-melda, always, even after all the times
she corrected him—"I want you to go home."



"Fine with me," Imelda said. She wiped her dirty fingers on the countertop,
then on her khaki shorts, and headed for the sidewalk. Behind her she heard the
loud, jarring voice: "You see? Girls aren't worth much."

Imelda didn't look at the postcard until she was out of the post office. She
held it tightly in her sweating hand, thinking maybe it would melt. Then she stopped
in the messy shade of a mulberry tree, along the same street as before, elevated on
a small hill with cars passing below her. She stared at the postcard in her hand: this
time Helsinki—pastel-colored buildings and a busy harbor, set against a blue, blue
sky. She blinked firmly and turned it over:

Im,
We're in Helsinki for a few days. It's a lot warmer here. I met a girl today at
the harbor. She reminds me of you—another skinny redhead. But we can't
understand each other. Write to me.

-Breck

"A girl at the harbor," Imelda muttered to herself. "How cliché." She knew
this wasn't at all cliché; if he had met the girl at a Helsinki bar or a Helsinki café or
even a Helsinki ice rink—that would be cliché. She looked at the postcard again,
then at the street below her. Always the same street, every day, with the same
cracks and the same lost pair of underwear, flattened and dirty near the curb.

"Can't someone pick up that fucking pair of underwear?" Imelda said every
day, on her way to and from work. She once tried to compare herself to the
underwear: "How am I like the underwear?" she wondered. But all she could come
up with was that neither of them was going anywhere.

She dropped the postcard onto the sidewalk to mix with the trampled berries
and bird shit.

"You're home early," her mother called when Imelda pushed through the back
door.

"And you're home period," Imelda mumbled from the landing. She grudgingly
ascended the stairs and found her mother in the living room—lounging on the sofa,
reading Redbook and sipping on what looked to be lemonade. She dropped the
magazine to the floor and faced Imelda with her arms folded on the back of the sofa.

"Did he fire you?"

"No," Imelda sneered. They both knew Boss Ron would never fire Imelda, no
matter what she did or said; their families somehow had friends in common. She
didn't know how either her mother or Boss Ron kept friends.

"Well, good." Ms. Meiher stood and deliberately stretched her arms over her
head. She had something. "Jennifer's mother called me today," she said, and
looked at Imelda expectantly.

Imelda clenched her teeth together and said nothing.

"She said you tripped Jennifer yesterday? What the hell's that about?"



"It was an accident." Imelda turned sharply and went into the kitchen. Her
mother followed.

"Oh, Imelda, don't be a fool," she said. "She wants you to apologize—in
person. And kiss her wounded knees."

"What!" Imelda choked.

Her mother laughed loudly as if it was the funniest thing she'd ever said.
Imelda stared at her, infuriated, waiting for her to wind down. And when her mother
had squeezed the last laugh out of her lungs, she sighed and waved a hand to
change the subject.

"Well, I don't give a shit what you do," her mother said. "Apologize, don't
apologize; whatever. What I really want to know is: did you get a postcard from
Breck?"

"Did you?"

"No! That boy is slipping!"

"I got one, but it's not a big fucking deal or anything; he's in Helsinki and it's
warm there. Big fucking deal."

"Well, can I see it?"

"No, Mom, you can't see it because I fucking used it to litter on my way
home, just like the last one. So deal with it."

"Imelda! What's going on with you, huh? The boy writes to you every day
and you throw his postcards in the street, for chrissake, like a—like a—"

"Like a what?"

"Like a goddamn litterbug. Aren't you proud of him?"

Imelda felt her chest and stomach throb. She backed into the counter and
steadied herself. "He doesn't need anyone to be proud of him, Mom," she said dully
"He's already there."

Imelda was on trash duty. She roamed the lot like a robot, her eyes fixed on
the woodchips, looking for plastic flower tags and garbage dropped by thoughtless
customers. Boss Ron was punishing her. She prayed for a heat stroke or a fainting
spell—that would show him. A trip to the hospital and he'd think twice about tossing
her into this heat again.

Imelda was imagining a parade of ambulances when someone touched her
back.

"What!" she jumped, and spun around.

It was Jennifer. She wore awkward, baggy shorts to show off her bandaged
knees.

"You came to my work?" Imelda said.

Jennifer ignored the question. "My mother and I," she said, pointing behind
her to where her mother stood near their car, "we came for an apology."

Imelda rolled her eyes. "You're fucking kidding me. You brought your mom?
What—is she carrying a club? Is she going to break my legs if I say no?" She
pushed past Jennifer and made her way to the red and white tent and scanned the
area for Boss Ron; he wasn't around.

Jennifer remained close behind her. "We're not leaving until we get an
apology."

With a long dramatic sigh Imelda turned around to face that familiar
face—that unpleasant, annoying, familiar face. "Look, Jenny," she said with false
concern, "it was an honest accident."



"What! That's baloney! I know you did it on purpose!"

Imelda leaned up against the counter and folded her arms. "All right, all
right; here it is. And I'm only saying this because your mom is freaking me the fuck
out over there and I want you both to leave... I'm sorry. Now leave."

Jennifer squinted her eyes and drew her chapped lips into her mouth to lick
them in secrecy. Then she said: "I just want you to know that I don't believe you,"
before spinning on her heels and hurrying back across the parking lot to her mother.

Imelda watched silently as Jennifer's mother wrapped her arm around her
daughter.

This time Imelda read the postcard inside the post office—the gray and taupe
post office with echoing floors and dimmed lights that gave off a cold, hollow feeling.
She didn't even bother to close the door of her mailbox first.

It was a picture from the 1970s—a woman dressed in traditional Lapland
costume. Imelda turned it over without a second thought or a second breath or a
second blink:

Im,
Still in Helsinki. Been going to a lot of pubs and meeting good people.
Still miss my best friend. Hope your summer is special.

-Breck

Imelda looked up and stared at the rows of mailboxes, her face pulled
together and tightened. "Special?" she said aloud. "What the fuck does that mean?"

People looked sideways at Imelda as they passed to and from the mailing
counter.

"'Dear Imelda'," she said, her voice growing louder and more erratic, "'I hope
you're having a very special summer at home with your mom and working at Ron's
Fucking Plants and Flowers where everyone hates you, while I'm here in gorgeous,
thrilling Finland, building a world of knowledge inside my brain and doing lots of
important things like observations and data collecting and Finnish girls. But I just
know that your summer is equally special, so say hi to your mom for me, and take
care of those plants. Love, Breck."

She exhaled sort of a dry sob and shoved the postcard back into her mailbox.
Then with a cough of composure she walked out of the post office to start the trek
home to her mother.



