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AUTHOR’S NOTE

THIS IS A MEMOIR. A work of memory.

The events and personalities in this story are real, as near as I can remember. I have changed the names of some people because it is not my intention to get anyone in trouble at work. These are my memories and my thoughts. I am not a spokesman for the United States Postal Service, and this manuscript was not reviewed by any representative of that organization, so I cannot and do not speak for them in any official capacity. I was about as far down the chain of command as you can get in the USPS, Rural Carrier Associate, so please accept my views from the limited perspective that they offer.

My job was to deliver the mail, and I did it the best I could. When I didn’t follow regulations, I always followed what I believed to be the spirit of the job and of my oath of office. If it was possible, given my very limited abilities as a letter carrier, I delivered every letter, every flat, every parcel, every day. My charge was to protect the sanctity and security of the mail, and I did that. My official duty was to provide universal service to the citizens on my route, and to the best of my ability and judgment, that’s what I did.

So, with my imperfect memory, biases, the warpage of personality, my confabulatory writer’s memory, and a healthy dose of hot air from the Starring side of my family, that’s what I’m going to try to do here: tell the story of my time as a mailman in Blacksburg, Virginia, and tell it as best I can.

Contents may have settled during shipping.





OVERTURE Your Tax Dollars at Work

I’M BLASTING MY WAY UP the hollow, hauling ass up the dry dirt road past the sign that reads END STATE MAINTENANCE, driving a 2001 Ford Explorer from the right-hand seat, left leg stretched across the space where the center console was torn out to allow easy access to the pedals, left arm ape-hanging across to the steering wheel with its sloppy, slippery linkage, the leaking power-steering fluid smelling like industrial aromatherapy. Here, on the northern side of the draw, it is a land of permanent shade. All the trees are scrub pine, the road narrow enough that I can reach out and feel my fingertips get whipped by the needles as I’m driving past.

This isn’t some purpose-built vehicle. I’m driving a Plain Jane, bone-stock, factory-basic, left-hand-drive car. But for slinging mail on backroads, it is hard to beat the Explorer. “Ford tough,” this rusty beast has survived long beyond the planned obsolescence built into it by the engineers in Detroit because this thing has got a soul, man, Made-in-America magic that is still pulsing through it nineteen hard years after it rolled off the assembly line in Louisville, Kentucky.

I’m driving as fast as this old crate will stick to the road, slipping in and out of the coefficient of friction and adjusting my trajectory with a little Kentucky windage at the steering wheel because I am behind schedule and this route is almost sixty miles long, and besides, this is where Google Girl says I need to be, headed toward the destination of the next parcel, and I would follow Google Girl’s voice to the gates of hell like she was Satan’s sweetheart because all summer long I’ve either been following her, the river, or the passage of the sun across the sky because without something to follow in this time-warp wilderness I’m just lost. Not spatially lost. Geographically, I know exactly where I am. I’m where I grew up, in the hardwood, sedimentary Blue Ridge Mountains, the heart of the Appalachians, the place I thought was home. What I’m feeling is a spiritual disorientation, lost in the sense that I don’t know what I’m doing, lost in confronting the reality of being back in my hometown at fifty years of age, delivering the mail. When you’re delivering the mail as a functionary of the US government during a pandemic, the countryside and the nation itself become something alien and distant. It’s all bandit country. Down here at the level of individual mailboxes, time works differently, flattening a finite number of letters and packages and stretching them out over hours, months, and years, spreading the time thinner and thinner, approaching limit zero like a calculus problem, or, as my granny used to say, “too much bread and not enough butter.” What time is it? What day is it? It’s parcel time, the only kind of time that matters anymore, and I’ve got a delivery to make, one that I’ve been waiting on since I left the post office that morning.

In the back is a long cardboard box, over three feet long and about six inches deep. The return address reads “MUSASHI KATANA, LITTLE ROCK, AR.”

I didn’t watch Kurosawa films over and over when I was a kid to not know what those words mean. There is a goddamned sword in that box. And the weird sisters of the United States Postal Service have sent me here to deliver it.



In a clearing at the end of the dirt driveway was a single-wide trailer with a small deck out front. I unassed the Explorer and was carrying the box toward the trailer with both hands, supporting it from beneath, like the guy with a sword on a pillow processing up to the queen in Westminster Abbey.

Through the sliding-glass front door of the trailer, I could see into the living room, a space dominated by a TV so big that it partially blocked the hallway into the bedroom in back. The man who lived here had to lift his hands up over his head and slide crabwise through the gap, a move he must have made dozens of times a day, which I suppose says a lot about the kind of trade-offs people are willing to make for picture quality in a TV set. In a world of compromise, there are some things you just don’t sacrifice.

The guy pulled open the sliding-glass door and jogged out. He was lean, in a baggy blue T-shirt, shorts, and flip-flops, with long, crow-black hair. A Buck folding knife in a leather snap sheath on his belt. Another guy like me who never quite feels dressed in the morning without a belt and a knife.

When he saw the box I was carrying, he stopped.

“Oh, goddamn.”

Sometimes you get the feeling that you have been brought somewhere to do a thing by powers larger than yourself.

“Hey, man, I think this is your sword,” I said. I could feel myself smiling.

Now he started to smile.

“Oh, goddamn!”

“What did you get? A Katana? A Nodashi?” I asked.

That got me an appreciating look. His tone became serious.

“No, man, nothing Japanese. European. Two-handed sword. I got that second pandemic check and I knew I was finally going to get the motherfucker. You want to see it?”

“Hell yes, I want to see it!” Because I could feel it now too.

He took the box from my arms and laid it in the grass, as gently as if it were a sleeping child.

Have you ever been there when someone has gotten exactly what they want? Something that they have wanted for as long as they could remember? Something maybe useless and yet charged with mythic power, an idea that had been carried around for years and was now landing in reality as three long feet of tempered steel?

He had his pocketknife out in a flash and cut through the packing tape. Pulled back the thin layer of interior foam. Resting in a cardboard cradle was a two-handed sword in a black leather scabbard. He took the sword’s grip in his right hand, the scabbard in his left, and in a single smooth stroke loosed the blade, which, as if someone had dubbed in a sound effect, rang like singing silver in the afternoon sun.

“Whoo! Yeah! This is Anduril, Flame of the West!”

“Reforged from the shards of Narsil by the elves of Rivendell.”

We looked at each other.

“Yeah, man. The blade that smote Sauron.”

It was one of the most intimate moments I’ve ever had with a stranger. We weren’t up a hollow deep in the Blue Ridge Mountains, lost in the radio hole at the center of one of the longest rural routes in the Blacksburg, Virginia, post office. We were in the middle of a myth, a molten dream of a place where great deeds, brave words, and the right sword in the right hand could make a broken world whole again.

Honestly, I don’t think I’ve ever seen my tax dollars put to better use.



I want to clarify an important point. Your tax dollars did not pay for the USPS to deliver this sword. The retailer did, or maybe the customer if he was charged an extra thirty dollars for shipping. The USPS does not take a dime of taxpayer money. Stamps cover most of the operating expenses, along with pricier shipping services like Priority Mail and Registered Mail. Congress pays the USPS about $50 million a year to cover free voting by mail for US citizens living abroad, and free mailing privileges for blind Americans. But those are payments; the Congress is just another customer. The USPS is a universal service, the largest postal system on the planet, invisible infrastructure like the Federal Aviation Administration’s air traffic control system or the Food and Drug Administration’s food safety programs. Except that the United States Postal Service pays for itself.

The US Treasury paid for the sword.



Twenty twenty was a weird time to be working for the federal government in rural Virginia. I was alive in a place where the possibilities of a job taken in desperation played out against a wild, mutating, horrific, chaotic, insulting, stultifying, dangerous, edifying, and sometimes transcendent experience of dealing with my fellow Americans during a national emergency. There were days I felt like I was part of a public service announcement, where the simple appearance of someone with the mail, at the right time and in the right place, was evidence that the American people had not been abandoned, that help was coming, and that at the end of the last mile that great machine that is the US government was me, here in your yard, with your medications, your Social Security check, or a letter from a loved one.

I got to be there, to put a sword in this man’s hand at this particular moment in time—the lockdown, a contested election, an attack on the US Capitol that was half insurrection, half comic-book convention, a day-trader takedown of Wall Street, and a web of conspiracy theories around germ warfare and Russian intelligence operations—a time of bare grocery store shelves and day drinking and delivered-to-your-door marijuana and sex toys, all of it unspooling in a media environment that fed on itself like a snake eating its own tail, shrouded in magical thinking and dread. In the crabgrass and broken-glass front lawn of this single-wide aluminum-sided trailer, a perfect stranger and I reenacted the moment where Elrond calls on Aragon to stop dicking around, put aside the Ranger, and become the man he was meant to be.

I get it. We all want a sense of purpose. I could blow a bunch of smoke up my own ass about how I was there out of a sense of civic duty, that I was doing the Lord’s work, placed here by the hand of providence, by Whitmanian democratic impulse, by the manifest will of the American people, by the authority of the postmaster general. And I can say with a straight face that all those things were true. I can also say I was often miserable during the year I spent delivering the mail, and at times in grave danger to my physical and mental health, and coping nearly every day with tedium that could break the strongest among us. But I would be lying if I didn’t confess that I perversely enjoyed the endurance-sport aspect of it, the voluntary suffering. And a lot of the time it was just fucking fun. It was like being back in the Scouts again. Doing a good turn daily. It was the deepest trip into the heart of the American experience that I have ever had the grace to take. It expanded my soul.

This is a story about carrying the mail at a time I was carrying a lot more than just the mail. A story about how the year I spent as a rural-route mail carrier saved my life, taught me who I was, and educated me deeply about a country I had lost touch with.

I fell back in love with America during that year. I feared for her and prayed for her, even though prior to carrying the mail, I did not spend much time in prayer. But here in my hometown, where I grew up, in midlife I found myself working a different kind of job, and I became a different kind of person.

I was the guy with the goods, and I carried the candy and the respirators and the dog food and the lube and the heirloom tomato seeds, the hot rod magazines, the handwritten pleas from incarcerated uncles, the scientific journals, tabloid-size book reviews, model train sets, illustrated children’s Bibles, the hand-painted postcards from artistic cousins and estranged girlfriends. The story I told myself was this: I had joined a brotherhood that stretches back to Benjamin Franklin, to men on horseback and in biplanes. I had become a flag-wearing, sworn federal officer in a position of trust, the duly appointed agent of the United States government in a time of national crisis, the dedicated and beloved civil servant of the people.

I was the goddamned mailman.





Chapter One FUCK CITY

I WAS LAID OFF FROM MY consulting gig. That’s how my pandemic began.

It was early March in 2020. I was in the Charlotte, North Carolina, airport, rushing to make my flight up to New York City, where the agency I worked for was headquartered out of SoHo. Plan Z was a boutique marketing consultancy—one part startup, one part ad agency, and the rest a sort of experimental decentralized phantom equity holding company. If you think that’s tough to get your head wrapped around, the market agreed.

I was head of strategy and I was flying up because we were kicking off a big project with a new client, a somewhat secretive law firm that specialized in getting rich people their money back when the counterparty (corporations, foreign governments, other rich people) was hiding overseas. The client wanted a marketing plan to become the go-to firm for helping the ultrarich, only the ultrarich.

It was possible to make it from Blacksburg, a tiny college town in the Blue Ridge Mountains of western Virginia, to New York for a same-day meeting, but doing so was an obscure Olympic sport similar to the pentathlon. The consultant’s version involved a pickup truck, sprinting, flying, and a cab ride. If you caught the earliest plane out of Roanoke to Charlotte and made the connection to New York’s LaGuardia Airport, you could wake up in the cold, foggy, blue-black of predawn Appalachia and find yourself sitting in a glass conference room with a view of anonymous office buildings in midtown Manhattan by late morning.

This morning, my pentathlon was canceled midrace. In Charlotte, I got a call that the meeting was off, postponed indefinitely. The work was on hold because the law firm was “buttoning up.” The client had a number of ex-military folks working for them, and “buttoning up” is army slang for dropping down into an armored vehicle, like a tank, and closing the hatches behind you. They were going into a defensive posture because of what the gate agent called “this virus thing.” “Everybody is turning around and flying home, hon.”

Waiting for my flight back in a couple of hours’ time, I noticed the business lounge nearly empty. The whole place was library quiet. It was a weird, haunted-house feeling, like I was in the establishing shot of a science fiction film.

That was when I got the whim whams. A deep, animal sensation—full body, with my frontal lobes racing to catch up. It was a feeling I would come to recognize intimately over the year to come. The ground moving under my feet, the train switching tracks from one timeline to another, the world moving from normal to flat-out fucking weird. You didn’t need to be an epidemiologist or government contingency planner to know that we were all going someplace new, probably bad.

It is easy to forget sometimes how afraid everyone was in that moment. Nobody had any faith that our government or the world’s governments would be able to coordinate a response. So Big Business did the only sensible thing—it turtled. Across the business world, leadership teams cut spending and stockpiled cash while their firms developed a response. This had all the predictable second-order effects. Any business on thin margins, not just my experimental ad agency but neighborhood restaurants, art house movie theaters, bookstores—they all choked to death.

I was still waiting for my flight home when the call from my boss came. “Steve,” he said, “we’re both adults, so I don’t need to belabor this.” He was a gentleman and a pro about it, like he always was. I’d had the pleasure of working with him for years, and now that was over.

At four that morning, I had been employed. Now I was not.



The central concourse of the Charlotte airport is acoustically hot, typically 90 decibels of ADHD torture chamber. When I sat down in one of the airport’s signature white rocking chairs that line the big glass wall overlooking the tarmac, it was so quiet I could have been on the front porch of a remote mountain cabin.

I knew I needed to tell my wife, Alicia, that I’d been laid off but I didn’t see the point of sharing this over the phone. I wanted to savor this in-between time, when I was the only one in my family who knew I’d been let go again. I walked over to the Burger King counter, bought a Whopper and onion rings, and ate the food slowly while I rocked in a wooden chair next to the people-mover belt. For years I would eat a Big Mac after a successful job interview to seal in the good luck. Or as a ritual sacrifice to ward off evil after a layoff. Stuck with a Whopper, it felt like some cosmic signal that my luck had truly run out.

My work in the two decades before the pandemic had a bunch of names—Brand Strategist, Marketing Consultant, Consumer Psychologist, the sort of psychologist that, instead of helping you feel better about yourself, helps corporations feel better about how to sell you things. In late capitalism, we call this “creating demand.” It was not a skill set that was widely recognized and not particularly practical outside of a very narrow context.

I wasn’t a cardiologist or a plumber with a concrete, certified set of skills. I did not hold an honorific like doctor or professor. No rank like captain or major. I was the grease in the global capitalist machine. Because the worst-kept secret in corporate America is that the black arts of marketing work. I had been a strategist for some of the biggest corporations in the world, helping the glass-tower crowd understand how “regular people” make the wheels on the bus go round and round, which is good-paying work as long as corporate America is buying. But marketing is notorious for being the canary in the coal mine of corporate spending. Just a few years earlier, my behavioral economics lab at Prudential was shut down during a corporate reorg. It had taken months to get a new job, and that was with a party-time economy. Sitting in that rocking chair in the neutron-bomb-empty airport, I could see how much worse this situation was. Getting a new marketing job was going to be a near impossibility for the foreseeable future. It was certainly never going to happen before my health insurance ran out in a couple of weeks.

Which was a problem. Because I had cancer.

I had only known about the cancer for a couple of months. My father had survived prostate cancer, and his brother, my uncle Rich, had survived it as well. So I hadn’t been too worried, honestly. At least that was the story I was telling myself. My urologist told me the malignancy was contained inside the prostate. The tissues uncovered in the biopsy were submillimetric, too small for the MRI to detect. My Gleason value, a scoring system for classifying the aggression and danger of the cancer, was low. My cancer was as benign as cancer gets. But what had seemed manageable—treatable—now loomed as an existential issue. I was about to become one of the undoctored in America while I knowingly carried a disease that could kill me. The world was going someplace weird. And I was sitting in a white rocking chair in an abandoned airport, eating a Whopper with a biological time bomb strapped to my nuts.

I was a husband and a father of two teenage girls, and everybody in our big modernist house up on Brush Mountain in Blacksburg was counting on me to keep them in the upper middle class because I lived in a house full of artists, deep feelers, and dreamers who I couldn’t bear realizing how precarious our situation had become. Up there on Brush Mountain, our glass-walled house with the art on the walls and the piano in the library was a bubble where people painted, played music, studied, and wrote. Where people felt their feelings. A gentle place where people kept journals, knit sweaters, and ate home-cooked meals.

But I knew where I was right now, and it was not that gentle place.

My old man had a name for it. Fuck City.

Fuck City is that in-between place, between where I was supposed to go and where I actually was. In between jobs. In between knowing what was going on and having no idea at all. Having wandered into a career and gotten used to a version of myself—not my “authentic self,” whoever the fuck that is, but a version of myself I could live with—and now wondering, if I didn’t have this job, who was I? (My intrusive thoughts were very quick to supply an answer: “You’re an unemployed loser, that’s who.”) Of suddenly knowing with cast-iron certainty that the world was about to go batshit crazy, that the order of the things that came before was just a set of norms, a consensual illusion, a bunch of made-up shit. That the “real world” is as arbitrary as a playground game because that’s all late capitalism ever was, just a game, a game that I’d played pretty well until I was told to take my toys and go home. Yeah, yeah, the VUCA world—volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. It’s one thing to use that term in a PowerPoint presentation about consumer attitudes, but something else to be feeling it down in your guts.

The whole world was now Fuck City.

What the fuck was I going to do?





Chapter Two TWO FOUR ZERO SIX ZERO

THE UNITED STATES POSTAL SERVICE sees Blacksburg as zip code 24060, operating out of the Main Post Office or MPO, on University Boulevard, with subsidiary post offices downtown on Main Street and in McCoy. When I was a kid, the downtown branch was the only one, built in 1935 as part of the New Deal, a humble but proud brick building with high arched windows that evoked the architecture of Colonial Williamsburg. The zip code is composed of thirty-one carrier routes, covering 23,645 delivery addresses—homes, apartment blocks, businesses, and laboratories. Schools and doctors’ offices. Churches, taxidermists, farms, machine shops, rock quarries, a country club, and an airport with a single 5,500-foot-long runway they’ve been expanding for years to make it long enough to accommodate a 737 and spare the football team the forty-five-minute drive to Roanoke. Hokie football, the state religion of southwestern Virginia.

When old high school classmates saw on LinkedIn I had moved back in 2011, they all wrote the same thing: “A real job and living in Blacksburg! That’s the dream.” There is something dreamlike about it, that’s for sure, a departure from the usual professor’s-kid narrative of going off to college in a big city and never coming back. But leaving had always been my dream. I went to college in North Carolina, graduated, and moved to Los Angeles and then London and then New York. I liked having the land mass of North America—maybe even an ocean—between home and me. And then, around forty, I’d started longing for those mountains.



Blacksburg is “The Cambridge of Appalachians”—a college town of 44,000 of whom over 25,000 are students. It’s a company town, and the company is the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, but nobody calls it that. Everyone calls it Virginia Tech. Even the university now calls itself Virginia Tech in official communications. Its mascot is the “Hokie,” a wild turkey. It’s a big university in a small place, an R1 research institution whose primary product is highly educated skilled labor, a STEM powerhouse that is often ranked with Stanford and MIT. It’s forty minutes from the West Virginia border, tucked down in the southwestern corner of the state, far from DC and Richmond, far from everything, really.

Except the mountains. Mountains that shimmer from an almost radiant hardwood green in the noonday sun to a purple-blue as dusk comes on. The range is the Appalachians, the spine of the East Coast. Our specific geology is Valley and Ridge, long limestone-bedded valleys with rich bottomland and rugged sandstone ridgelines, where sometimes the trails weaving between the trees will pool out into beach sand because that’s what these mountaintops are. Beach sand from three hundred million years ago. The mountains are not distinct peaks, but long ridges that can span multiple counties, punctuated with knolls and saddles. Brush Mountain, where I live, sprawls some twenty miles from the upper branch of Craig Creek in the northeast down to where Poverty Creek cuts off the southwestern end of the mountain at Poverty Gap. Blacksburg is hemmed in by this geology on all sides. I’ve seen the Alps, the Sierras, the Rockies, the Chugach, and the Sangre de Cristos, but to me the Appalachians of Virginia are the most beautiful mountains in the world. These mountains are old. Their formation began half a billion years ago, the first mountains of a young and angry Earth, now worn down by weather and time. They have a stillness to them, and if you can pause and feel it, you can share in some of that peace.

Blacksburg feels like a mountain town. You can be fly-fishing in twenty minutes on water that folks book vacations to fish. You can wear fleece and boots to the office, and nobody cares, because that’s what everyone is wearing. The mountains bring mountain weather—a temperate climate, all four seasons. Summers are cool by southern standards. Winters can be searingly cold, but it’s been years since the town’s gotten the blizzards I remember from my childhood.

I’ve always considered myself a son of Blacksburg. I still carry a pocketknife, just like I have since I was eight years old. If given the chance, I’ll dress more like I’m about to go fishing than to head into the office. But I’m not a native. I wasn’t born here. I was born in New Orleans, where my mother’s family is from. My dad, a biomedical engineer, is from West Virginia, where the Grants moved from Scotland in 1780 to make window glass. He escaped to Louisiana by volunteering to help build an amines production plant for Union Carbide. After medical school at Tulane and a stint with Dupont, Dad started as a professor at Tech in Engineering Science and Mechanics, teaching statics and dynamics, the fundamental physics of all engineering. It had been his dream to teach, but also to return to the mountains. Once I admitted it to myself, I realized that was my dream too. It surprised me at first, having been so grateful to escape this place as a young man. But the Grants had lived in these mountains for over two hundred and fifty years. Why wouldn’t I long to go home?



As a kid, we were taught to think of Blacksburg as the far western outpost of the Commonwealth of Virginia (never a mere state), to take pride in our civilizing role on the eastern edge of the mountains. To take pride in Virginia, too, “The First Colony,” “the Mother of Presidents,” and Primus Inter Pares, the first among equals of the original thirteen. This Virginian self-regard—what Thomas Jefferson called “a mountain of conceit,” still strong after four hundred years—drives my North Carolinian wife crazy. But like me, my daughters have been brought up on it as mother’s milk from the bare-breasted Amazon on the Commonwealth’s flag.

Blacksburg is not immune to history or tragedy. It has layers of human geology and change. The college campus is built on land once owned by William Preston, who served in the Confederate congress. And the campus has two different memorials to two different massacres—one by Shawnee Indians, one by a school shooter—separated by about a third of a mile and 252 years. But my memory of Blacksburg when I’d think about moving back was like a Norman Rockwell town, with a drugstore and movie theaters, arcades and outdoor supply stores, a town hall, dentist and doctors’ offices, and the rest of the model train set of an American Main Street. “Downtown,” was where the three arcades, the donut shop, and the used bookstores were. I could ride my bike off the mountain or hitch and spend the day there with my friends. After school I would walk from Blacksburg Middle School to Newman Library on campus, where I was supposed to be doing homework, but mostly just read books at random or watched videos in the A/V lab. Then I’d walk over to Dad’s office in Norris Hall and get a ride back up the mountain.

I wanted that kind of childhood for my girls, Mathilda and Walker, then five and three. Alicia and I talked it over at the kitchen table in our apartment in Fort Greene, Brooklyn. I was making the most money I had ever brought in, and it still wasn’t enough to buy a home in New York City. We could become homeowners if we moved. Every dollar went further in Blacksburg. We could buy cars, drive to the grocery store. Our kids could play in the woods and a yard and go to some of the best schools in the country, paid for by our taxes. Blacksburg has been rated the most “economically equal” town in Virginia. The rich aren’t too rich, because if you had real money you’d live someplace else. And the poor aren’t too poor, because the influx of outside cash provides too many good jobs (facilities at Tech, advanced manufacturing in the industrial park). It’s as middle-class a place as there is left in America, and we wanted to give the girls a picture of what a more equitable country might look like.

And my parents still lived in town. My girls could get to know, really know, their grandparents. My mother’s mother, Granny, had lived with us until she passed my senior year of high school, and her love was foundational in my life. Sometimes she would say out of the blue, “Stephen, you are a fine fellow and I love you so much.” Without her open, unconditional love, I would have been a very different person, harder and colder. I wanted that love for the girls.



When we first moved back to Blacksburg, most people would ask me, “What department are you with?” instead of “What do you do for a living?” I had to explain that I was a marketing consultant, working remotely before that was a thing. Still, I did eventually teach consumer behavior at the business school. It was something I used to dream about when I was in undergrad, Dad and I teaching together. Not the same course, but just professors at the same time, same place. I had imagined a feature in the Roanoke Times. Look at this, people would say. They must be so close, the family business. Maybe they share an office?

When I brought it up to him, how wild that we were both professors at Tech, he didn’t seem too impressed. “I’m an emeritus teaching statics, and you’re just an adjunct. Not even a real professor.”

“Well,” I said, “I thought it was cool.”

Mom had been a scientist, too, a microbiologist. I’m the oldest of three brothers, and Mom’s theory was that what was “wrong” with David and me is that our uterine environments were based on New Orleans tapwater. “New Orleans is downstream of everything,” she’d say. “It’s like the nation’s drain. Anything they dumped into that river wound up in that drinking water. And it was fluoridated.” She would share this idea every single time the subject of drinking water came up. Mom’s job was in testing drinking water quality, so it came up a lot more frequently than you might think.

She put John, our youngest brother, in a different category. John’s uterine environment was composed of Connecticut well water, from Dad’s stint working in the Dupont labs there. The water was incredibly pure, deposited into a limestone aquifer during the last ice age. Dave and I are redheaded and hot-tempered. John runs cooler, is about six feet six, and has worked in the nonprofit sector for the last couple of decades.

So that was one reason the reality of going home didn’t live up to the fantasy. Mom and Dad were wonderful grandparents, with reserves of patience, love, and fun they rarely displayed when I was growing up. Dad fixed broken toys and made up voices for the deer in the yard. Mom was always cooking breakfast, picking the girls up from school, sneaking them off to McDonald’s. But my hopes of closing the distance with Dad, the big Appalachian mystery in the heart of the Valley and Ridge? That Mom and I might arrive at some new mutual understanding? No. That had never entered any conscious calculation on my part.

And twenty-five years had changed Blacksburg too. To touring parents from New Jersey, it must still look quaint—small brick homes, horse pasture, no Whole Foods, no Trader Joe’s. But real estate conglomerates have bought up the downtown’s commercial and residential property, replacing one of a kind restaurants with generic bars and sub shops, and erecting massive student apartment complexes that were torn down and rebuilt every fifteen years, with each rebuild growing ever higher, ever closer to the highway. Blacksburg was once so rural that in the 1980s, the vice principal of Blacksburg High would issue dire threats over absenteeism during the first week of open season for deer, and yet when November rolled around, more than half of the male student population would evaporate into the hills. Since then, the gap between Townies and Gownies has grown into the respective groups seeming to inhabit totally separate realities. The school board has become a flashpoint for culture war. After Trump’s 2016 election, there were suddenly Confederate flags everywhere, something I’d never seen shown openly as a kid. Blacksburg was experiencing the same tensions as the rest of the country, except that the Blue and the Red were living right next to each other. And rather than seeing the place as a living laboratory of how the political divide might be bridged, it was as if we were all better off if we just pretended the other side didn’t exist.

So while I’d bought a home, the fact was that I didn’t feel at home here. I slipped into the mountains like an old pair of boots, but the town was something else, a formerly familiar place where I now felt like a stranger. But there was a living laboratory in Blacksburg, one where a real experiment in us actually living together was happening every day. I just needed to lose my job in order to find it.





Chapter Three MOTIVATED REASONING


RURAL CARRIER ASSOCIATE—

USPS Cave Spring, VA. Rural Carrier Associate (RCA)

In this role you deliver and collect packages along routes in rural areas during weekdays, weekends, and holidays. Only one day a week is guaranteed. You also provide a variety of services to customers along your assigned route. You may be required to use a personal vehicle if a postal vehicle is not provided. As an RCA you are eligible to receive health benefits and promotion to a career opportunity. This position is ideal for candidates who enjoy staying active and working independently outdoors with occasional customer service interactions.



TO GET MY PANDEMIC BENEFITS check, I had to apply for unemployment. Every week I would get on the Virginia Employment Commission website, find anything I was even remotely qualified for, apply, and then get my check. I can tell you that those checks made a big difference in our lives. Which is good, because the jobs I’d find myself picking were almost all in Northern Virginia, with the rest in Richmond, and there was never a snowball’s chance of me getting any of them. They all seemed to be defense industry work, with opaque titles like Configuration Matrix Controller III. Locally, there was nothing. Except for the letter carrier job—and it came with health care on day one.

The pay cut was eye-watering. I hadn’t worked a job at that wage level since my early twenties. But in other respects, the RCA role seemed perfect. It had health care and the position was only guaranteed for one day a week, like the Postal Service National Guard, so I could use the rest of the time to find something better. I had my truck and would definitely enjoy working outdoors for a change—and independently. Cave Spring was a little over forty minutes away on the outskirts of Roanoke, which wasn’t great. But one day a week? How bad could it be?

The thing about the internet is that it shortens the distance between impulse and action, which may not be the best thing for someone with impulse control issues. Before I knew it, I was filling in my name and address and something like my CV and being told I was going to be given some aptitude and psychological testing right then and there. I would later learn that this was the infamous USPS 474 Virtual Entry Assessment. On the r/USPS subreddit there were scores of entries about people who had applied but flunked this test. I could see why.

You see a coworker. They are struggling with a task. You are on your way to complete something, and your supervisor has told you it needs to be done immediately. The coworker is crying and very upset. What do you do?


	Stop what you are doing and assist the coworker.

	Ignore the coworker and carry on with your task.

	Bring in other coworkers to assist, then continue with your task.

	Tell the coworker that they should see the supervisor.



I chose D.

The question seemed like a hypothetical. But it wasn’t. Yes, there is a lot of crying at the post office.



Alicia has always been something of a strange fit for Blacksburg. Petite and sophisticated with cosmopolitan style, she not only gave off a “not from around here” vibe, but something more like “not from America.” Her striking features are right at home in Spain or France. When we’ve been in Europe, everyone wonders What is this beautiful woman of ours doing with that giant, pale Yank?

Alicia and I have the habit of doing our family strategy sessions walking by the fire road that runs along the ridge of Brush Mountain, the boundary between private property to the south and the 1.8 million acres of the Jefferson National Forest to the north. For private, adult-to-adult discussion, our home’s open floor plan is a disaster. There are only two options: talk sitting in the bathtub or take the conversation outside.

“So I think I found a job that offers health care, with the Postal Service,” I said.

“The Postal Service is hiring marketing people?”

“No.”

“Then who are they hiring?”

“Letter carriers.” I assured her that since it was just one day a week, I would keep looking for other jobs the rest of the time.

“What does it make?” she asked.

“Eighteen fifty an hour.”

“That’s nothing!”

“We need health care in two weeks. Let’s address the immediate problem.”

Alicia was thinking.

“It’s one day a week,” I said again.

“This sounds like a hobby. We need real income.” Alicia had worked as a film producer and graphic designer, but for the last few years I was the primary breadwinner.

“I know that. Believe me, I know that. There is just nothing out there. Nothing.” I felt like I was apologizing for Blacksburg, for all of southwestern Virginia, for there being not one local job, skilled or unskilled out here that paid a living wage, at least one I was qualified for and who was hiring right now. I had spoken with the head of the Marketing department at Tech’s business school, but there was a hiring freeze. Nothing would be possible for a year. Maybe people like us just weren’t meant to live here. Moving here had always been a gamble, and now I seemed to have lost the bet. I was working hard to hide my desperation, to sound positive.

Silence. She was crunching numbers in her head.

“Listen, I don’t want to be dramatic, but I think we have to consider how bad things might get.”

“Don’t pitch me,” she said.

Alicia was right to be wary. My mother’s side of the family, the Starrings, had made their way in the world as wildly gifted salesmen. They had made mountains of money selling cars, x-ray machines, horses, and gas pipeline equipment. I was lucky enough to have caught just a fraction of this ability. But of all the people I was good at selling ideas to, my best prospect was always Steve. The wilder the scheme, the more dubious the idea, the murkier the risks, the better I became at selling myself. It wasn’t rational, it was motivated reasoning, and my motivations were the danger. Curiosity, escape from boredom, spite, the imp of the perverse. These had reliably gotten me in trouble over the years. This was how I once wound up sixty feet underwater using homemade dive equipment or moving us back to the sticks.

“I think this pandemic thing, it could go on for a long time,” I said. “The normal economy might collapse. Being attached to the federal government might not be a bad thing.”

“What are you not telling me?” Alicia asked.

“I’m telling you everything I know!”

“It’s just that you are really excited about this. You’ve got that look. Is this job safe? Be honest.”

“We get two weeks of training, and it’s supposed to be a safe job.” The truth was I had no idea how safe the job was. In fact, as I would learn on the job, in God’s good time, it was the most dangerous job I had ever worked.

“This is one of your quests,” Alicia said. As usual, she saw through me like she was reading my source code. I had visions of smiling people greeting me at their doors while I wore a US-government-issued gas mask and some deep sense that this might be… fun? Strange? Hard? I just knew that I wanted it.

“My quests?” I asked.

“Like when you drove around LA, finding lost dogs.” Which, yes, is how I had spent the six months I was unemployed in my early thirties. It was the first of the three times I’ve been laid off over my career.

“Do you get the health care right away?”

“Yes. This is a holding action. I work one day a week and use the other six days a week to put together something better.”

More numbers were moving inside her mental spreadsheet. In our household division of labor, I was on the revenue side of things. Alicia ran operations.

“If you got health care right away, we wouldn’t need COBRA. I think that would stretch our savings out at least nine months, maybe as much as a year,” she said.

As we were walking, I could see Alicia leaning forward, leaning into a wind I couldn’t see. She was following her nose, her intuition, crunching all the variables by some calculus I would never know. Then she shrugged. “We need the runway. We need to keep the house, so just do it. Survive and advance, like Coach Valvano.”

Jim Valvano, who had lead the NC State Wolfpack basketball team to a national championship in 1983, was a modern saint in North Carolina, and a personal hero of Alicia’s. If she was quoting Coach V, she was in deadly earnest.

“Yeah, babe, that sounds good. Survive and advance.”

It takes a grown-up woman with a lot of confidence in her own judgment and reason to go along with something like this, because she is blessing her idiot partner to go do something that, if not necessarily stupid, is at the very least a hard swerve. This wasn’t a career plan. We needed a salary to replace my income, and this didn’t even come close. And she was absolutely right; there were a number of things I knowingly and unknowingly omitted. I had not mentioned the fact that I might need to supply my own vehicle. Or that the first ninety working days were probationary. I had taken at face value that “one day a week” was a fact, when the reality was almost always going to be six or seven days a week, week after week, a fact that three minutes of research on the r/USPS subreddit would have revealed. But I was already deep in the waking dream of becoming a postapocalyptic mailman, which is one thing as a daydream and another as a cosplay fantasy while your family is counting on you.

Now she was nodding her head, to herself, not me. “You are going to do this. Something is going to come out of this.” It was a statement, not a question.



Our friend Todd had lived with us and the girls since we had moved to Virginia. We had worked together in our twenties in an independent film collective in North Carolina and California, and now he was working on his fantasy epic; we had lured him down with the promise of cheap rent and cheaper living in the guest room of our giant house. If Todd was disappointed that after a decade of trying to make it in Hollywood, I had walked away from film to become a career man and raise a family, he’d never shown it. Our families were close, and we were friends with not just Todd, but his sister Melody and his father, whom even I called Mr. Flinchum. When he told Melody that I was becoming a letter carrier, she said, “Todd, I just got a chill. Steve is supposed to do this. He’s going to be there for something important.” Now, that could have been crazy talk of any American flavor—California Cosmic, Northeastern Hunch, Baptist Received Wisdom. The Flinchums had a long history of access to channels of information that regular folk simply didn’t have the equipment to receive. I was not in the habit of ignoring these intuitions from the Flinchums, and Alicia had given me clearance to move ahead.

I got an email that afternoon informing me that I had passed the test.





Chapter Four TWO KINDS OF PEOPLE

ONCE I HAD PASSED MY test, had been fingerprinted, and had gotten my background check done I reported for training at the Roanoke Postal Academy for two weeks of training at the Roanoke Processing and Distribution Center, which everyone called the “P and DC,” but it always sounded like “PNDC.” The Postal Academy was only a small part of a very large, multistory, mostly windowless building. Institutionally, the Post Office had a thing against windows, for the security and privacy of the mail. The Roanoke P&DC was the kind of place that seemed to be all back and no front. It was hard even to figure out where I was supposed to enter. Finally I found the door by looking for loitering smokers. In the small, institutional, Formica-floored entrance beyond was a sign that read “Why come to work? Numerous studies have shown personal and financial benefits to those who show up to work as scheduled.”

For these two weeks, my friend and classmate was Jackie. The first time I met her, she asked if there was toilet paper in the building. It wasn’t an insane question, as there had been national shortages since the start of the lockdown just a couple of weeks earlier. Jackie could have been fifty and she could have been seventy. She was tiny, didn’t weigh more than one hundred pounds, wore rose gold wire-frame glasses, and had a full set of braces on her teeth. Her haircut was almost a flattop. She was alert, hyperalert, the way a bird reacts to every nearby sound.

“Like, in this building?” I asked, more white professional male asshole tone than I care to admit leaking through. The tone of “You mean in this massive federal facility? Of course there’s toilet paper here. The last people to have toilet paper in America will be using the flush toilets in NORAD.”

“Yeah. I brought some if you need it.” Here I was judging, and she was sharing.

She showed me the inside of her purse, which was closer to the size of a USMC gunny sack than anything from Michael Kors. Inside were three rolls of toilet paper, a full-sized aluminum-bodied Maglite, and what was almost certainly a J-framed Smith & Wesson .38 Special, the sidearm equivalent of Virginia Slims, the classic “lady gun” of the South.

“I’ve practically got a store in my basement. I buy it all at Dollar General when it goes on sale. All these shortages haven’t meant shit to me. But I have to lock it up because my no-good sister comes over and tries to steal it.”

Why I qualified for the paper and her sister didn’t was a question of sorting people into two categories—the folks pulling their weight and the freeloaders who didn’t. I don’t think this is unique to folks from Appalachia. But people here do this sorting fast and hard. Solid or shiftless. Show up or no-count. Here I was, looking for work like her. Maybe I wasn’t pulling my weight right now, but I was trying. Over our time together at the Academy, she was always generous with me.



Our first day of training was nothing but PowerPoint presentations and videos on the mission of the USPS. At the start of the morning, the material was the usual haze of mission statements and corporate culture bullshit that I’d been subjected to since I was a bag boy at Kroger in my teens. The first clue that the USPS was different was an entire module on how the USPS was a self-funding agency, complete with talking points we could share with customers. Leadership wanted people to know we did not take any taxpayer money.

The tone of these presentations changed. We were shown a film called Ghost Town, an animated thriller about a letter carrier who was given a parcel to deliver to an abandoned house. The new carrier was drawn as pretty, blonde, and distinctively curvy. As she turned onto the street leading through the “bad part” of her route, the background shifted to homes with cars up on blocks in the front yard and overgrown lawns. The plot got rolling when the next parcel she was to deliver was to an abandoned home. Loitering on the front porch was a cigarette-smoking character named “Moth,” racially indeterminate but tattooed and wearing wraparound sunglasses that made him look like he was visiting from The Matrix. He was hanging out with a very ethnically representative gang, one part cyberpunk, one part “Say No To Drugs” PSA. The blonde rookie stared at the house and the gang on the porch and thought, “That house looks abandoned, but I’m supposed to deliver every package.” That was when Moth called out to her.

“I’ll take the package, lady. You’ve come to the right place,” then he handed her a one-hundred-dollar bill which he produced from a roll in his pocket. “You know, for your kids.” “Gosh, I really need this money,” she thinks. Blondie goes on to deliver several packages to this clearly derelict address, including an encounter with a woman clearly modeled on Michelle Rodriguez from the Fast and the Furious movies, who says to her, “Hermosa, you know we both work for Moth!” There are hints of a lesbian relationship forming between the Letter Carrier and Michelle Rodriguez. More and more parcels come to the squat, and Moth is paying her more and more. At this point, my fellow trainees all start muttering, “Hey man, that’s a shitload of money. I would be taking that.” Finally, Blondie is arrested by a combined task force of the DEA, the FBI, and, of course, the US Postal Inspectors.

This was followed by more on the Postal Inspectors. How they were America’s original federal law enforcement agency. How they broke up child porn rings, mail order drug operations, but seemed to spend most of their time arresting people trying to steal from the mails, particularly letter carriers and mail handlers who stole from the mail. How they could spy on you from the mirrored windows above the mail sorting area. How many were once carriers, and could blend in perfectly undercover. There was a lot of talk about federal prison and long sentences. This was not mopping up spilled spaghetti sauce at the Kroger. This was not a goofy sitcom mailman. This was an organization that took itself very seriously, with its own secret police force.

Right before our first break, the woman who had been running the PowerPoints swapped out with a fireplug of a man in his early thirties wearing a postal blue city carrier’s shirt-jac with the sleeves rolled up, like he was the postal version of James Dean. This guy was absolutely on a different wavelength than everyone else in the building. High energy, high speed, and low drag. Some serious ink on both arms and a big Casio G Shock on his wrist. He had ex-military coming off him at high intensity. Hank spoke a strange patois that was a mash-up of Boston and Roanoke.

“Real quick, real quick before your break! I’m Hank. I’m a city carrier, and I’m here to help educate you suckers who have been bamboozled into being rural carriers. First off, this is the easiest money that you will ever make at the post office. Second, and listen up. You in the baseball cap, open
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