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My daughter ran into the house, waving a postcard 
around and shouting “Bombshell in the mailbox!  
Bombshell in the mailbox!” It had been almost a year 
since we got one of my brother’s nudie cards, and I don’t 
think I ever saw her this excited about it. Not that I really 
know why she got excited in the first place. She said it 
was like a riddle. Or a mystery. Which I guess is exciting 
when you’re young—or the kind of person who doesn’t 
feel bad about what they don’t know—but anyways, 
she’d always call them “bombshells.” And admittedly, 
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the whole thing of calling a woman a bombshell was 
my fault in the first place. 

My brother had just joined the Canadian Forces, 
and when he told me he was having a rough time, I 
got this idea to start sending him morale-boosting post-
cards of classic pinups and movie babes. We were on 
the phone—he was saying something about how the 
military wasn’t for him, but that maybe it was leading 
him to what he was really meant to do—and then out 
of the blue, he said, “Did you know Marilyn Monroe 
was discovered working at a munitions factory? It’s 
true. Marilyn Monroe. A bombshell who probably  
actually made bombshells.” 

That’s how I got the idea. The next day, I went 
and got a stack of postcards of WW II pinup girls and  
famous actresses like Rita Hayworth, Marilyn Monroe 
(of course), Ava Gardner (his favourite)—and that’s 
when my daughter heard me say “bombshell.” I was 
getting ready to send one of them and I asked my wife 
if she had a stamp so I could “pop this bombshell in the 
mail,” or something like that. 

And so Harlan asked her mother about it, and my 
wife—perfect explanation as usual—said to her that “it 
means this but it can also mean that,” and Harlan was 
totally satisfied with the explanation until immediately  
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afterwards, when I picked up my wife and started 
swinging her around the room like an airplane, yelling 
MOMMY IS A BOMBSHELL—which as my wife later 
pointed out, was probably what made Harlan want to 
say it all the time after that.

I don’t know if the postcards made him feel any  
better, but for a while my brother seemed to be doing 
okay. He graduated basic training, was all about being 
in the military, then one day we were on the phone, 
and he said he wanted to quit. I asked him why—not 
because I disapproved, I just wanted to know.

“This part of it’s over,” he said.
“What do you mean, ‘this part’? Of what?”
“I don’t know. That’s all I know right now.” 
I obviously wanted to talk more, but he said he had 

to go—and after that conversation, everything between 
us just totally stopped. No calls. No contact. I called his 
cell, it was disconnected. I called the base, they said 
he’d left and they didn’t know where he was. It was 
almost a year of zero communication until, finally, he 
called me. It was the middle of the night, I almost didn’t  
answer—knocked over a glass of water picking up the 
damn phone.  

“Hello—?” Spill. “Shit... hello...?” 
“I’m becoming a priest,” he said. I bolted upright as 
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soon as I realized it was him. Got an instant head rush. 
“What...? Uh... where are you, what—?” 
“I can’t talk.”
“Well... what do you mean, you can’t... can I see 

you?”
“Can’t talk.”
“Well, what are you... becoming a, a priest... why?”
“It’s the part that’s happening now.”
“The...?”
“Hey, what time is it?”
“It’s...” I turned over to look at the clock and he 

hung up. That was seven years ago now. I haven’t seen 
him since he graduated basic training. Harlan had 
just turned six. He wouldn’t recognize her now if he  
saw her.

For some reason, he wants to be far away. He was 
writing me letters at one point that I thought would 
eventually explain why, or what happened, but they 
were just these big, long things written like how you’d 
talk in a fever. Or on drugs, or when you think you’re  
going to die—just these big, long, crazy things I had 
to read over and over. And the first couple of times, it 
was good. It was like spending time with him. After 
the first few, though, it felt like there were a million 
words in there, but it wasn’t really him. Or it was, but 
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I just kept thinking to myself, Why don’t you just tell 
me some news for chrissakes? Pages and pages about 
sitting on a rock, looking at a bird, the experience of 
clarity, true, true clarity—clarity about what? I don’t 
even know where you are or what you’re doing. Why 
can’t you just tell me something in a straightforward 
brotherly way...? 

But eventually there were fewer letters. Shorter 
letters. Then none for about a year. And then one day, 
Harlan—just like today, except she was nine years old 
at the time—walked in the door and handed me a post-
card with a naked girl on it. No note. No address. Just a 
naked woman lying on the beach. Then another came, 
with a woman standing half-naked in the water. Then 
another, and another—and I knew they were from my 
brother, obviously, because I just knew. I knew it. But I 
didn’t understand it.

Harlan, though, she always brought in the mail. 
When she was a little girl, she announced one day 
that it was going to be her job—and she loved open-
ing it, no matter what it was. Bills, coupon books, the  
census... “It makes her feel grown up,” my wife said. 
“Like having a wallet with stuff in it.” Which was true, 
she liked wallets. And keys. And brand new cans of 
shaving foam. And bringing in the mail...
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But that first postcard, I didn’t know what the 
hell to do. I wanted to explain it to Harlan, and I was 
mostly thinking about the woman part of it. (I said to 
myself, “She’s your daughter, do a good job with the 
woman part of it...”) But then Harlan, all she seemed to  
notice or care about was why there was no writing on 
it. “Maybe we should write something on it. To fix it.”  
I told her she could if she wanted, and she said she was 
going to have to think about it. Then a couple of days 
later, I saw it on her dresser, leaning against the mirror, 
blank side out, with BOMBSHELL written there in red 
pencil crayon.

She didn’t ask about writing on them after that. 
Probably because, like I said, she got into this idea 
that it was a mystery. A riddle. I was surprised she 
still cared about it at all, actually. Or about bringing in 
the mail. Thirteen years old, I’m surprised when she 
comes home and still wants to talk to me, but there she 
was, waving around this postcard like it was a winning  
lottery ticket. “Dad, there’s writing on it! He wrote 
something! Oh man, oh man. I don’t know if I can 
take this...!” 

The picture was different this time. It was just a 
shadow of a woman dancing. Like a perfect outline, 
black on white. I turned it over and there were two 
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lines written there. The first said,

HUMANITY LOVES A GOOD STRIPTEASE

And the second, scratched out underneath, said,

BUT THE NAKED BODY ISN’T ALWAYS—

It was Harlan, actually, who figured out that  
second line. Holding it up to the light, tracing it,  
shading over it. She asked me what I thought it meant 
and I told her I didn’t know—which was the truth, I had 
no idea. Then I asked her what she thought it meant, 
and she stood there for about ten seconds not saying  
anything. Then her eyes started filling up with tears.

Ordinarily when I get one of these postcards, I 
spend about a week obsessing over the idea that I’m  
going to find a way to answer my brother. But this time, 
I look at my daughter, and it’s different. I have this 
thought that maybe suddenly she has the answer to the  
riddle, but something’s wrong with the answer. Because 
answers are supposed to bring relief, but all she feels is 
a deep, unreleasable sadness. Eyes filling up with tears, 
for chrissakes—what do I say to her? 

What am I supposed to do?
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