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				ONE EVENING SEVERAL YEARS AGO, Sybil and I invited a few friends over for dinner. Our oldest son, Sam, was finishing up high school, and I had recently noticed his less-than-exuberant response whenever the topic of college arose. In our house, from the time the kids were old enough to understand the words, the discussion had always been about when you go to college, not if.

				Gathered at the dinner table were some interesting conversationalists, so as host I took the opportunity to ask a question that I hoped would spark a discussion about furthering one’s education and reaching for goals and dreams.

				“If you could have any career imaginable,” I asked, “with 
no concern about how much money you earn, or how much education it requires, what would you choose to do for a living, and why?”

				One by one I directed the question around the table. Some of the answers were downright startling, creating lively rounds of laughter and conversation. There was the insurance agent who saw himself as a classical musician, and a nurse who dreamed of being a doctor working with Doctors Without Borders. A corporate communications executive said she would have been a puppeteer. “I’ve always loved the Muppets,” she added. 

				Sam listened and laughed along with the rest of us. I wasn’t sure my little exercise had fulfilled the intended purpose until we reached the end. When the laughter died down, Sam spoke up, directing the question my way. “How about you, Dad? What would you do for a living?” he asked. “Would you still choose to deliver mail?”

				Everyone looked at me, and I found that providing an answer was no simple task. I had been too busy working and raising a family to ponder such questions. For years my wife and I had concentrated on helping the kids grow up strong and healthy and motivated, and I hadn’t thought about my own dreams for a while.

				“You know, Sam, I’ve always wanted to be an author. If I had the opportunity, and a chance to take some classes, I think I’d sit down and write a book.”

				“Well then, why don’t you do it? You’re always telling me that I can be whatever I want. If your dream is to be an author, to write a book, then you should do it.”

				So here it is, Sam, with a nod of gratitude.
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				The Red Piñata

				After delivering mail on the same route for over fifteen years, I’ve become something of a fixture in the lives of more than five hundred residents in a quiet neighborhood in South Minneapolis. I know all their first and last names, including the children’s, and I can recite every name in every house as I drive through the route. 

				I learn much more than just names, however, while delivering the mail. Stacks of handwritten cards show that someone is celebrating a birthday or anniversary. Certified letters from the IRS clearly signal an investigation. Newspapers from other towns reveal a patron’s origins. I know who receives X-rated magazines, and for a time I delivered love letters to a woman from an inmate in federal prison. The explicit artwork penciled on the envelopes was the clue.

				Change-of-address forms show where someone is moving to, or where a new family is coming from. I’m aware of divorces and separations, when a child is born or somebody passes away. I’ve even attended some of their memorial services. Of course, I know every single dog on my route, the good ones as well as the bad. 

				Years ago, when still a substitute carrier, I noticed a warning sign on an open porch: Beware of Cat! I grinned at the snarling animal etched on the sign as I put mail in the box. Not until I turned to leave did I notice the huge feline watching me from a shadowed corner of the porch. With its back arched, the cat spat at me, showing off gleaming canines. I lunged for the steps, but he caught me halfway down. He clawed his way up my legs and latched onto my mail satchel as I ran for the next house. He finally let go, but then strutted along the perimeter of the yard to ensure I had no plans to return. After all these years, I’m sure that cat is long gone, but I’ll never forget that house.

				While it’s possible to learn many details of people’s lives from the mail they receive, most of what I’ve discovered has come from talking to people. It can’t be helped. Walk through someone’s life once a day, year after year after year, and you’re bound to learn a few things.

				My relationships with several patrons are almost like those within an extended family, and I know other carriers enjoy similar connections. As coworkers we share many of our experiences from the route; however, out of respect to the patrons, we keep some stories, as well as people’s names, to ourselves.

				One of the more important lessons I’ve learned, and the most incredible to me, is how many everyday heroes are walking around out there: unassuming folks who have accomplished amazing feats with little fanfare or acclaim. Take all the war veterans, for instance. On my route lives a man who landed on Iwo Jima. His old unit holds a reunion every year, and he tells me how the few remaining survivors still shed tears when the reminiscing begins. I’ve talked to Korean War vets and listened to stories from veterans of both gulf wars. 

				One fellow on my route fought in Vietnam. He is a quiet, modest man with a tidy little house and a loving family. It was years before he finally talked to me about being drafted and becoming a machine gunner in the infantry. He told me how, over just a few months’ time, his whole unit was killed off and replaced by new recruits, many of whom didn’t make it home themselves. He was shot in the neck and barely survived. Now the vertebrae in his upper back are fusing together, twisting his head and neck painfully. The Veterans Administration won’t help him because he can’t prove his wounds caused the problem. The truly amazing aspect of the story is his lack of bitterness. Unable to drive anymore, he goes to work every day on the bus and always greets me with a smile and a wave when I see him.

				Not all of my patrons’ stories evoke compassion, however. Another fellow lost his wife to cancer at a very young age. For the last few months of her life, a nurse spent several hours every day with her to make her as comfortable as possible. One day, I accidentally spotted the husband and nurse in a compromising position on the couch. I wasn’t surprised when they became engaged just two months after the wife died.

				Above all, I particularly admire those people who quietly go about living their lives, raising families (a heroic effort in itself) while trying to do the right thing by others, especially those folks who struggle with emotional, mental, or physical disabilities. They go to work every day at menial jobs, pay their bills, and find peace and enjoyment in the little victories and rewards of life.

				With so much time on the same assignment, I’ve seen children go off for their first day of kindergarten—and years later I’ve attended their high school graduation parties. In South Minneapolis, these summertime celebrations are often centered on a backyard barbeque. Colorful helium-filled balloons are a common decorating motif: blue and orange for Washburn High, burgundy and gold for Roosevelt, and black and orange for South.
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				A FEW YEARS AGO I witnessed the preparations for a slightly different graduation party. The Anayas, a family of recent immigrants from Central America, lived together in a tiny one-bedroom house: a young boy and girl, their parents, and their grandmother. The boy, and occasionally the grandmother, met me at the door to get the mail. They never said anything, just nodded and smiled. I figured it was a language thing, because sometimes I offered a “gracias,” or “buenos dias,” and they giggled while responding with a phrase totally incomprehensible to me.

				One day the front door was wide open. I couldn’t help but see inside. A mix-and-match array of kitchen chairs, stools, straight-backed wooden seats, and folding chairs neatly lined the walls of the small front room. Dozens of pages of crayon artwork, finger paintings, and elementary worksheets of ABCs were taped to the walls. A bright red piñata, shaped like a bunny, hung from the light fixture. Salsa music played softly in the background. Then the little boy came running through the house to meet me.

				“Are you having a party?” I asked.

				The grin on his face threatened to consume him. His big brown eyes shimmered and sparkled. “Later,” he replied, bouncing up and down as he reached for the mail. I think that was the first word of English I ever heard from him.

				“Is it a birthday party?” I asked, thinking his excitement was due to the presents he would soon be opening.

				But he shook his head. “My sister,” he said.

				“It’s your sister’s birthday?”

				Again he shook his head. I thought the kid would burst. “My sister, she is done from kindergarten!” he exclaimed.

				I smiled and turned to leave. It seemed they were making a mighty big deal out of passing kindergarten, but maybe it was a big deal for the little girl. After all, she was the one who had gone off to school all alone in a strange new country. She hadn’t even spoken the language all that well.

				As I reached the foot of their stairs, I realized her little brother, who could not possibly understand her accomplishment, was showing the joy and pride he sensed in his parents and grandmother. His sister was launched into this new world, and he would soon follow. I glanced back to see him standing in the doorway, the bright red piñata swaying in the breeze behind him.

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: mailbox_chapter.eps]

				A Splendid Day

				There is no question that delivering mail in the deep freeze of a Minnesota January is difficult. The thing to remember about an Upper Midwest winter, however, is that it’s a familiar, known entity, and while it may be relentless, it is at least honest and straightforward. Letter carriers will forget a snowstorm with a foot of snow within a couple of weeks. We brag about delivering mail in twenty-five-degrees-below-zero temperatures; wind chills must reach sixty below to be remembered until the end of the season. These hardships are expected in the winter, and we slug it out with felt liners and Vibram soles on the ice, while piling on layers of wool and cotton flannel against the cold.

				It’s the length of our winters that make them so demoralizing. Well into April my fellow letter carriers maintain hunched-over shuffles, with fur hats and woolen scarves always near at hand. By then, the snow cover is receding grudgingly, like a bully grown tired of the game. But we know not to let our guard down, for there’s a deceptively brutal day each spring that sneaks down out of the far North Country to smack us with a wintry sucker punch.

				The day begins in a harmless fashion, with nothing more than a light drizzle. Maybe a little rain from time to time, but mostly just a cold mist hanging in the air, a continuous cloak of dampness to walk through. Temperatures hover around the freezing point all day. At the end of a block, and sometimes between houses, an icy wind off the Canadian snowpack pokes and prods at the layers of clothing. After several hours of this, tendrils of Arctic air finger their way through coats and sweaters, meeting up with the freezing rain that inevitably finds its way beneath collars and gloves. It doesn’t matter how many layers we wear, or what the fabric. Eventually, the cold wins out.

				Carriers plod back to the station at the end of their routes, pulling off wet clothing, clapping hands together to thaw frozen fingers. There’s no need to commiserate, no use seeking sympathy, for every carrier has just endured the same miserable day. Slumped on your stool, exhausted, you look around to take stock of your comrades.

				“Where’s Joe?”

				“Not back yet.”

				If the missing carrier is older, or has recently been sick or injured, you may get some volunteers to go back out with you to help. A supervisor might ask a younger carrier with less seniority. These are the days we truly dread, and it seems that Old Man Winter relishes this one last laugh at our expense every spring.

				But now we had put even April behind us for another year. It was the first truly mild day of summer, with the sun resting warm on my face. My stride opened up, and my neck and shoulder kinks began to loosen. A soft breeze out of the south carried the first taste of humidity, the first aromas of a reawakening Earth. Even the mail volume was lighter on this delightful day.

				Near the end of my route, I spotted Mr. Harris standing on the city sidewalk looking up at the bare treetops. I was earlier than usual, so I sauntered over to talk. Mr. Harris had been retired for more years than I had been on the route, and I encountered him regularly working in his yard. He wasn’t the greatest talker, however, and we never got beyond the usual greetings and brief discussions of the weather. Sometimes, like today, I saw him slowly walking around the block. He was very old and stopped often to rest.

				“Hello, Mr. Harris,” I called as I approached. He gave me just the briefest glance, then returned to his inspection of the treetops. Nothing could spoil my mood, though, so I put on a big smile and asked, “How are you? Isn’t this a lovely day?”

				“My bird escaped,” he replied. I wasn’t sure I had heard him correctly, but then he added, “He must have opened the cage door by himself. He’s a real smart one, you know.”

				I followed his gaze up into the treetops. “He escaped? What kind of bird is it?”

				“A parakeet. He’s bright green and yellow. No bigger than your fist, but real smart. Smarter than most people I know,” he added, finally looking at me.

				Ignoring his sarcasm, I asked, “He can fly? I thought they clip their wings or something.”

				“Don’t you believe it! That’s what they tell you, but those little devils can fly. Not very far, mind you, but you can bet they’ll take off if they get out of the cage. And fast? Turn your back for a second, and they’re gone.”

				I looked down the street, scanning trees and bushes, wondering what we’d do even if we got lucky and spotted him. Suddenly, the old man let go with a piercing whistle. I jumped back, almost dropping a handful of mail, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up. The tremolo echoed through the neighborhood.

				“That’s what he sounds like,” he said, peering through the leafless trees like a squirrel hunter searching for dinner. 

				“Green and yellow, you say?”

				“Yup. He’s small, but real smart. If you see him, just whistle like I showed you. He might come land on your shoulder. But remember, that little guy is mighty clever.”

				“Sure. I’ll keep an eye out.” Setting off again on my rounds, I called back to him, “Good luck, Mr. Harris.”

				I was glad to get away, but I felt bad for the old guy. He wasn’t the type to admit it, but it was obvious that bird meant a lot to him. The least I could do was keep alert, maybe catch a fleeting glimpse of green and yellow, and come back to tell him about it. If the bird hadn’t been missing long, he couldn’t have gotten very far.

				This wasn’t the first time I had searched for a lost bird. A few years earlier a resident on my route had lost a cockatiel. She put a big sign in her front yard and tacked flyers to telephone poles offering a reward to anyone who spotted it. About two weeks later, on a rainy, gloomy day, I saw the bird on the ground between two houses. The poor thing looked exhausted and bedraggled. It wouldn’t last long with all the cats roaming the neighborhood.

				I drove back to the house to tell her where I had seen the bird. She came running, barely believing the cockatiel could still be outside and alive. It was, and after a few days of loving attention, it made a full recovery. The signs came down a day later, and I never heard a word about the reward, but at least the bird had survived its little adventure.

				I looked back at Mr. Harris. In his prime he had been a big fellow, but the years had withered him down to a mere shadow of his youth. He shuffled along slowly with his hands in his pockets, eyes aloft.

				At the corner I crossed the street to work back up the other side. With the old man’s pace, I would get to his house at the far end of the block long before he did. He startled me with another loud whistle as I drew up directly across the street from him. When I looked over, I realized he was too caught up in the search to be aware of my presence.

				I continued looking for the bird. I had the idea that the little creature probably couldn’t fly up into the tallest trees, so I narrowed my search to hedges and bushes. It would be nice to help the old man if I could; besides, I was early and in no hurry.

				I’ve always liked older people. Perhaps it’s because I’m interested in history, so I enjoy listening to their stories. And I always remember something my father told me years ago. We were driving in his car when an old man suddenly turned in front of us without using his turn signal. My father was known for his short temper.

				“Doesn’t that make you angry?” I asked, waiting for him to hit the horn.

				He looked at me calmly and replied, “You have to cut the old folks some slack. We’ll all be old some day, you know, and it can’t be easy.”

				Walking into Mr. Harris’s yard, I saw his wife sweeping off the front steps. We exchanged greetings as I handed her their mail. Pointing back over my shoulder, I said, “I saw your husband down the block. I’m sorry to hear your bird got away.”

				A bittersweet smile spread across her face as she looked down the street at her husband. “We haven’t had that bird for twenty-five years,” she said softly.

				I suppose I should have seen that coming. It certainly explained some of the odd conversations we had had. But I was surprised, and saddened a little as well.

				“It’s been happening like this for the last few years,” she explained. “The first warm day of the year, when the breeze blows just so, often triggers a memory for him of when we had a parakeet, and it did escape for a few hours.”

				I didn’t know what to say. I just stared down the block at the frail old man. With a back bowed under the weight of his years, and hands crammed deep in his pockets, the old eyes still searched the treetops with an earnest intensity.

				“But it’s okay,” she said. “At least he’s getting some exercise.” I turned to meet her friendly smile, and she added, “Isn’t it a splendid day?”

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: mailbox_chapter.eps]

				Office Hours

				When Danny decides to grace us with a song, the entire station stops to listen. Not because he’s a great singer, which he isn’t, but because it’s just so startling to hear a middle-aged man suddenly break out in song on the workroom floor. He ignores our groans and catcalls. If he starts in a key that’s too high, he stops, holds his hands up, and shouts, “Wait! Wait! Let me start over.” Then, amid jeers and laughter, Danny begins again. Soon he’s ripping headlong through “New York, New York,” “Back in the ussr,” or “All Shook Up.” He may not be Frank, or Paul, or Elvis, but he knows all the words to all the verses, and he isn’t afraid to belt them out.

				Adding to the fun is our unspoken anticipation. We peek down Danny’s way to see if he’s about to let loose. He doesn’t take requests, and if we ask him to sing he refuses, but when he finally gets going, we yell out guesses as to the original artist and when the song was recorded. We grimace when Danny strains to reach the high notes and laugh out loud at his hip-swaying, finger-snapping style.
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				DANNY’S A CAPELLA RENDITIONS are a welcome diversion on Saturday mornings after a long week of work. The only days that all letter carriers have off together are Sundays and holidays, so our Saturdays are like everyone else’s Fridays, and they tend to be a little more festive. If someone wants to treat the station to rolls or cake for a birthday or anniversary, they do it on Saturday. With all the miles we walk each day, letter carriers are not timid about early morning calories.

				A few years ago I worked with Carla, a letter carrier who owned a lakeshore cabin a couple hours north of Minneapolis. During summer months she often wanted to spend weekends with her family at the lake, but her rotating schedule gave her a Saturday off only once every six weeks. So she devised her own little escape plan. After sending her husband and two children ahead to the cabin on Friday night, she came to work on Saturday morning with a large bag of fast-food breakfast burgers. She opened the bag and then set about sorting mail. Because we start our workday so early, people often skip breakfast for an extra snooze on the alarm. It didn’t take long for curious letter carriers to investigate the mouth-watering aromas.

				“What’s in the bag, Carla? Have any extras?”

				“Take a block off me and you can have one.”

				By nine o’clock she had given away most of her route, and by noon she was on the beach at the cabin with her family. Of course, the supervisors sanctioned none of this, but it was easy for fifteen or twenty letter carriers to absorb an extra block each, especially when the price was so right.
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				ONE SUMMER, word got around our post office that a young woman living nearby liked to sunbathe topless in her yard. Like most other people, she had weekends off, so Saturday was a big tanning day for her. To get the best angle on the sun’s rays, she lay out in her side yard, almost in the path of her letter carrier. Not too many Saturdays went by before our supervisor addressed us on the PA system. “Listen up, everyone. We just received a complaint call. Last Saturday nine postal jeeps were spotted driving past a certain nearby house. That was nine jeeps before 12:00 noon.” He couldn’t help laughing along with the rest of us. “Just knock it off,” he concluded.
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				IT’S A CHALLENGING JOB, with physical demands and the ever-present knowledge that all that mail has to be delivered every day regardless of the weather. A certain determined individualism is necessary for survival. People not physically up to the task don’t last very long. Several years ago, during a short stretch of time, five new letter carriers began working in our station. Before their ninety-day probations were completed, two had been let go for not moving fast enough on the street and the other three had quit. I once saw a new substitute carrier standing in the middle of the workroom floor at the end of a long day, his face flushed red from exertion. He leaned forward to ease the ache in his back, his jacket open and his head and shoulders slouched in defeat. “I don’t know how you folks do this for thirty years,” he lamented. “I’ve been here thirty days, and I’m done.” He walked out the door, and we never saw him again.

				I work with a fellow who has two brothers delivering mail, and another’s father is a retired carrier. The mother of yet another co-worker runs sorting machines downtown. There are many more. In a way, I’ve felt like an outsider my entire career because, as far as I know, no one else in my family has ever worked for the United States Postal Service.

				The family connection seems to foster loyalty to the job. The uniform might play a small part in it, but more significant are the stories handed down by family members: tales of freak storms, crazy dogs, and the countless miles walked in a career. These carriers with a family history in the post office are the ones who keep telephone books handy to seek out correct addresses for misaddressed envelopes. They’re the ones who, after work and on their own time, bring stamps out to their elderly patrons or mail packages for them at the holidays.

				On our station wall is a black-and-white photograph of the letter carriers, clerks, and supervisors working out of our station half a century ago. In the back row is a smirking young man with wavy black hair at the beginning of his career. When I met Bob at the beginning of my own career, he was still smirking, but his hair had turned gray; he was a soon-to-be retired grandfather. More than thirty years older than I, he could still whip me on the tennis courts. He had the physical stamina and competitive spirit that is needed to wrestle a walking route under control every day, year after year.

				The job of delivering mail hasn’t changed much from the time of Bob’s career to mine, but a couple of facts can be extrapolated from that old photograph. For one thing, there were more carriers in the station then, which means there were more routes, which in turn suggests that the routes were shorter than they are today.

				The gray steel shelving in the photo is still in use today, and it’s identical to the shelving found in post offices across the country. I could transfer to Florida or Alaska, and I would be right at home in the workroom. These massive steel shelves are known as “cases.” Each unit has five tiers of pigeonholes, with one slot for each address; three units per route are arranged in a U-shape, allowing the carrier to stand in the center and have access to all the slots. “Casing mail” is the term we use for sorting into these shelves.

				Most of today’s mail is transported by air. All the commercial airlines carry mail, even on Sundays. That’s the reason that we handle nearly twice as much mail on Mondays. Throw in a Monday holiday, and Tuesday mornings greet us with three days’ worth of mail.

				Carriers arrive for work even earlier than usual the day after a holiday. Dispatches of mail have been arriving at the station since the middle of the night. Many times, one or two dispatches will have arrived during the holiday. Mail handlers and clerks disperse the mail to the routes. The familiar white usps tubs filled with “flats”—magazines and catalogs—as well as plastic trays of letters are stacked hip-high around the cases.

				We dig into it, and a silence borne of concentration and anxiety settles over the workroom floor. The Postal Service has established minimum standards for casing mail, but working four or even five times standard on heavy days can feel like a losing battle. Packages pile up, and mail is stacked everywhere. The dock doors bang open and groans erupt: more incoming mail.

				Carriers rock from foot to foot while shoving mail into cases. Hunched shoulders and wired-tight postures reflect the tension. A morning radio talk show drones in the background, while some carriers isolate themselves in their own headphones. Occasionally, a stack of tubs tumbles over, spilling flats across the floor. The nearest carriers turn to look to make sure the avalanche hit no one, and then quickly resume the task of casing. Everyone is aware of the morning ticking away. In our station, we have an unwritten rule that no one should mention the time out loud, as that only intensifies the anxiety. And all this mail still has to be delivered today.

				Eventually, the first carriers begin leaving for the street, and an earnest panic sets in on those still casing. There’s the fear of not being able to get the job done, of having to call in to the supervisor to send help out to finish the route. Worst of all is the possibility of having to find addresses in the dark. At some point in their careers, all letter carriers have had the experience of stumbling around in the dark trying to read addresses by streetlight, especially during the early winter evenings. 

				If this sounds like a nightmare, it is. Our morning routine is the backdrop for many carriers’ bad dreams. After hearing my descriptions of these early morning trials, my wife began having sympathetic nightmares for me. She has the details down, too. In her dream, which varies little from the ones my friends at work have described, she tries frantically to put letters in the case, but she can’t fit them in the slot. She discards letters and grabs new ones, while carriers around her leave for the street. Eventually, she’s the only one left, and she still hasn’t put a single letter in the case. In another version she pulls up to a corner with a jeep full of mail. Opening the back door, she finds trays of mail stacked to the roof. She doesn’t know where to begin, and it’s getting dark out. (In letter-carrier nightmares, it’s always getting dark out.) Frantically running up to houses, she finds that none of the addresses match those on the mail. She finally wakes herself up with her fitful tossing and turning.

				When casing mail, we encounter a steady stream of undeliverable letters. These consist of misaddressed envelopes and mail to be forwarded or put on vacation hold. It might be mail with a good address but an unknown name, or a letter to someone who moved years ago. There are a number of specific reasons why a piece of mail may be undeliverable, but the stack of letters, bundled together, is known as “skulch.” The regular carrier on the route is responsible for sorting through this stack every day, directing the individual pieces to the proper channels for processing.

				Skulch is a term that is unique to the post office. You won’t find it in the dictionary, but ask any letter carrier about skulch and you’ll get a response. I’ve wondered about the word for years; where did it come from, and who coined it? Bob, the retired letter carrier, once told me the term was in common use fifty years ago, and had been around for decades before that. It may be a funny sounding word, but skulch is a term we use every day in the post office, and it describes an important facet of a letter carrier’s job. Ask your carrier about skulch sometime. The fact that you even know the word will probably get a grin out of him, unless he’s just returned from vacation, in which case he probably has several bundles of it back at the station demanding his attention.

				Most post offices have one-way mirrors. These aren’t for spying on customers. Around the perimeter of the workroom is a hidden walkway, or crawlspace. Every ten or twelve feet, a one-way piece of glass is situated to give the observer, often a postal inspector, an unobstructed view of letter carriers working at their cases. To my knowledge, these spy ports are seldom used, although I have no way of knowing that. They’re intended for a time when a station receives complaints regarding stolen mail, or pilfered letters like birthday cards, that may contain cash. An inspector can watch a suspected carrier casing mail to see if anything goes into a pocket.

				I’ve heard of letter carriers getting fired for stealing, and these one-way mirrors probably play a role in proving guilt. But I’ve never worked with a letter carrier who exhibited anything less than complete respect for the mail. Besides, our jobs, benefits, and pensions are too important to risk. That’s why a dollar bill lying on the workroom floor will still be there days later. No one wants to be seen putting cash in his or her pocket. You never know who may be watching.

				The number of college-educated letter carriers I work with is amazing. Steve has a degree in English literature, while Tim was an economics major and earned a master’s degree in philosophy. Jeff taught elementary school his first year out of college. After realizing that teaching wasn’t the career for him, he followed his father into the letter-carrying profession.

				“I had no intention of staying here for thirty years,” Jeff confided one morning as we cased mail, our easy rhythm of throwing letters providing Jeff a platform for storytelling. “I’d grown up listening to my dad’s horror stories about the job. He grumbled all the time about working Saturdays, and he hated getting up so early. Hell, I hate it, too,” he added with a self-mocking shake of the head. “My dad came home every night stiff and sore from trudging through the snow. I should have known better. Besides, I really didn’t want to work with my dad, or hang around with his old work buddies. I was still young, I had a college education, and I thought I should be doing more.”

				I waited for him to continue, and when he didn’t, I had to prod him. “But here you are. What made you decide to stay?”

				“I don’t think I ever consciously made that decision,” Jeff said. “It was meant to be a temporary stopover, a way to make an income until I figured out what I wanted to do. There were college loans to pay. I needed a job.”

				That made sense. I know many carriers who started out planning to stay only a couple of years. Before long, they got enough seniority to bid on their own route and developed a comfortable routine. Life itself has a way of making some of these decisions for us. There’s marriage, and children. Soon you can’t afford to try something different, or you simply lose your nerve.

				“I had a good friend back in those days,” he continued. “We’d been roommates in college. We talked about my dilemma for hours on end. He helped me realize that I wasn’t really wasting my college education. A good education is never wasted, because it becomes a part of who you are. But even more important, I came to understand that blue-collar work could be as satisfying as any job. It’s what you bring to it, and the effort you put out, that’s important.”

				Before I could comment, Jeff added, “It’s like my friend explained to me one time; if you’re going to be a mailman, then be the best damn mailman you can be.”

				After thinking about that for a minute, I asked, “Where’s your friend now? He seems like a pretty wise fellow—what does he think of your thirty-year career?”

				“He passed away several years ago,” Jeff replied. “It was really hard. You know how it is; he was young, it was unexpected, and he left behind a wife and son.”

				“I’m really sorry,” I said.

				“Well, I kept in touch with his family, you know, in case I could do something for them. He’d been such an important friend to me. In a way, I hoped that maybe I could honor his friendship by helping his family.”

				“And how did that go?” I asked.

				A wry grin appeared on Jeff’s face. Then he chuckled. “I watched his son grow up. Like I said, I dropped in on them from time to time. We’d play some catch in the yard, or just sit around talking. About the time he entered high school, I noticed that he began losing direction in his life, and I thought, ‘Okay, this is where I can do something to repay my friend’s kindness.’”

				I picked up another tub of flats, but Jeff’s story had tweaked my interest. Replacing the bucket, I stepped over to his case, and asked, “So what did you do? Play one of those big-brother roles? Were you able to help him?”

				He set a bundle of letters aside and looked at me. “You have to remember, I was trained as a teacher. You’d think I would know something about motivating a kid.” He shook his head, laughing at the memory. “I had nothing. God, it was frustrating. It nagged at me constantly.” He thrust his arms out. “Here was my chance to repay my old friend, and I had absolutely nothing. It seemed that whenever I spent time with the kid, he slid further away.”

				“I’m sure you did everything you could,” I said.

				Jeff hung his head. “He took up playing the guitar. Eventually, he dropped out of school. Don’t get me wrong, he was a good kid. We had some great discussions. He just didn’t have any direction. At least, not any direction that I could relate to.”

				“He probably just wasn’t ready to hear you,” I suggested. After a moment, I asked, “Whatever happened to him?”

				Jeff picked up the stack of letters. He threw an embarrassed grin over his shoulder before turning away to resume casing. 
“I guess it all worked out in the end,” he said. “No thanks to me. The kid started a little rock-and-roll band called Soul Asylum. Ever heard of them?”
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