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for my father—

wish you were here
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Tulsa

May 1, 2022

In the weeks between my father’s death in an Iowa City hospital and the birth of my twins by emergency C-section in Tulsa, I watch the same movies over and over, order tiny socks and preemie onesies, wash and dry and fold them or pair them and put them away, write an obituary I don’t publish because it turns out it would cost $2,231.40 to see an abridged version appear in the Tulsa World (I tell myself, He would not have wanted that), eat olive oil ice cream and white cheddar popcorn, let my daughter pummel my hand through all the layers in between us until she gets tired, cry until I can’t breathe, listen to my dad’s favorite songs, cry more, examine every block of the Buenos Aires neighborhood of Palermo on Google Maps, but the images are leafless, captured in winter, cold, so I shower, collapse back in bed, take from the drawer of my bedside table my fluorescent plastic boxes of old postcards from strangers from all over the world, feel their crumpled corners and their creases, spread them out over my body like a loose map or a memory mountain, move my legs like a frog, and wait.
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We all spend a lot of our lives in between things—big things, like jobs, or boyfriends, but mostly lots of little things, like texts (those tiresome or anguish-inducing miniature marquee lights ellipses). To take a walk is to go between. To be in a relationship of any kind is to give rise to a new between.

My blood pressure is high and getting higher. Sometimes my head feels like it’s going to explode.

I’m anemic again, my whole body is swollen, and everything—everything—hurts.

My sister says to my husband, when he walks into the room, “This is an A and B conversation. You can C yourself out.”

What might seem like A to B—Seoul to Stockholm, LA to Sacramento, registration desk to hospital room—is also C, and maybe D, and E, and so on. Birth to death is A to B, but it is also every letter in every alphabet ever invented. It’s everything.
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Between Kunoy and Kalsoy, Faroe Islands, 2018

I grew up in Tulsa, the daughter of a geography professor from rural Kansas who’d never been to any of the places he taught about because he’d never had the money to travel, and maybe also because, as a person from a town too small to show up on a map, he was frightened of anything bigger, or more foreign, than Tulsa, happier to sit at home or in a classroom and leaf through an atlas, palm a globe.

Maybe my father was reassured by points, by grids, by miniatures and order. Or maybe my father was simply happy anywhere, unlike me.
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My dad and I, exploring Oklahoma, 1995

From an early age, I needed to travel, to be in the world. I became a translator in part to transform the places I most wanted to go into the sources of my income. From Tulsa, I moved to Iowa City, where I studied translation, and then Warsaw, then Krakow, Chicago, and Paris, and Buenos Aires, where I thought I’d live forever, and where I did live for seven years (and where I hope I’ll live again someday), and then Los Angeles, and then New York.

I couldn’t help but move because I loved moving. I loved being in motion. There was little I loved more than seeing a place for the first time—than getting off a plane and breathing in a place for the first time, its distinct humidity and smells. Coming up from an underground station and turning around and around on the sidewalk, trying to absorb all the dimensions of a city, its towers, its skies, its trees, the way people walk there, the cars and how they drive. It was like sleeping with someone for the first time, finding out the animal phenomena beneath their civilized veneer, except that in cities, I could also be invisible, or so I let myself believe.
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Between Copenhagen and Stockholm, 2015

Among the beauties of being in between is that it doesn’t count: You can sing off-key by yourself in the car, and no one will ever know the awful songs you love to sing off-key to. You can freely adjust the contents of your nose in the elevator. You can drink two little bottles of wine on the plane and watch romantic comedies. You can be invisible to yourself because Self is a static construct, and you are dynamic, in motion, passing through an environment that dwarfs you, a moving part of something else.
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Bus 39, Buenos Aires, between Palermo and Villa Urquiza, 2016

Translators are go-betweens. Translators know originals are no more definitive than translations, and that all the joy and excitement and splendor and truth is always in the process of happening in between. Write something down, and it’s a static construct. Think about it, and it comes back to life.

For twenty years, learning to translate and then working as a translator, I used to travel. I used to live in places for a year or two, then leave. Every time I left, I left behind a life, with friends and favorite places, a language, treasured routines. Every time I left I grieved. But I kept leaving.

I had my own version of reassuring miniatures, similar to my father’s but reversed. Instead of maps, which let you gaze upon the wildness of the world from some comfortable outcropping, say a sofa, I chose postcards, which let you look back to that same soft furniture from the wildness of the world.

I sent postcards home religiously. I also kept postcards, ones I received and ones I found. My favorites came from the Golden Age of Postcards, 1900–1915, when postcards were both revolutionary and everywhere, funny, interesting, sumptuously produced. I’d buy them for fifty cents or a dollar at flea markets and antiques stores and feel like I was getting away with something huge.
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When I was in my twenties, everywhere I went was as bewildering and thrilling to me as the first time a baby sees a cat or smells a rose. This is in the world? The same world where I am?

By the time I was thirty, although I still loved new and challenging surroundings, although I still loved risking getting lost but hardly ever getting lost, I started to suspect that what appealed to me about travel was also the relief of coming home. Of arriving in Tulsa or Cedar Rapids to my sister holding up a silly sign with some nickname on it, and my father, the geographer, eager to hear about wherever I was coming from.

The relief of finding my sister and father intact and almost exactly the same as when I’d left them, although they both had cancer. Maybe every trip I took was also a rehearsal for the moment I would lose them and a vain attempt to make myself myself without them, although both of them had done so much to make me who I was.

And at some point, in Berlin or Chicago or Montevideo, I began to pay special attention to the families with the dogs and the strollers, and to wonder when my life might start to look like theirs.
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Toward the end of 2020, the year all of us were asked to stay at home, I said I’d write a book called Notes on Postcards. I signed a contract to do it. It was something I wanted to do.

But by the summer of 2021, I’d gotten pregnant twice and lost both pregnancies and learned from talking to artists who’d tried and failed to make work about postcards that making a work about postcards was impossible for reasons that remained as unclear as the causes of my miscarriages, according to the succession of doctors who merely shrugged and suggested I keep trying. But I couldn’t keep trying because I was devastated and couldn’t bear to lose another tiny future, another eventual better other-self, and I had to keep trying because later that year I would be forty, and time was running out—unless it had already—and I couldn’t write a book about postcards because there was nowhere to begin. It was like trying to narrate a globe, or a kaleidoscope. And it was not until I became just a giant eye in my third trimester—in reality, two normal-sized eyes ceding their strength to the four tiny eyes starting to flutter in their deep—that it occurred to me to narrate not the globe, but the action of beholding it (even mid-spin). Not the kaleidoscope, but the splaying of light, the suspension of self and of breath, the shifting, drifting boundaries. And in that environment of cheap and transitory splendor, the ability of the eye to relax.

Not only postcards. But also everything postcards can tell us about being (and making) (and losing) human beings. How to translate, how to move through the minds of others—how to communicate, with and without words.
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Brevity
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Buenos Aires

London

Paris

2010–2013
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(This sentiment must have resonated with the person who purchased, but never wrote on, this postcard.)

In 2017, when I began to read about the history of postcards, I was surprised to find that their first core qualities, which were brevity and exposure, were actually guarantors of closeness (despite separation), emblems of intimacy, each in its own way.

One version of the story of the invention of the postcard goes like this: On November 13, 1865, the fifth Austro-German Postal Conference kicked off in Karlsruhe, in the Grand Duchy of Baden, which was then six years, one month, and three days away from becoming a part of the German Empire. Until that time, the Postal Union, founded in 1850, would count seventeen members, each with a postal service of their own—some of them ancient, and some of them brand-new.

The Union was key to a broader effort to simplify communications across these and other sometimes shifting, frequently contested lines. Prussian postal worker Heinrich von Stephan was one of this effort’s most ardent supporters, and that November, he arrived in Karlsruhe with an especially thrilling proposal: the open post-sheet.

It would be made of heavy cardstock, and on one side it would indicate its destination, while on the other—you could simply flip it over; it couldn’t have a seal—it would offer a miniature arena for the transmission of essential facts. Stephan stipulated, too, that the “charge for postage should be fixed as low as possible, say about 1 silver groschen, irrespective
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Although this is a work of nonfiction, some names and identifying details have been changed, correspondence has been shortened for clarity, and dialogue has been reconstructed from memory.
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