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			For those who have been hurt in love yet still dare to fall.

			And for Christine, dahling—the bravest of them all.

		

	
		
			1

			ALL I EVER wanted in life was a condo in Florida with a pool to lie beside in the sun, and I was closer than ever to getting it when I met David Hadley and fell for his wife. But it’s not exactly how it sounds, so let me explain.

			First, I think I should tell you a little about me and how I came to know David Hadley. I promise not to bore you with too many sad, personal details about my childhood, especially since this is, after all, a love story—or, if things work out the way I hope, two love stories in one.

			I grew up on a muddy street in a tiny backwoods timber town called Belfair. The sign on the road that led into town claimed it was Washington State’s Best-Kept Secret, but it said nothing about the dark cloud that seemed to hover above it year-round. My father was a high-climbing tree topper by day and a wine connoisseur by night—those two things sound like they shouldn’t mix, I know, but they somehow did in him—and nearly every afternoon I would ride my bicycle out to the work site and holler up a “Hello!” just to see his purple grin beam down on me from atop a big Doug fir or Pacific red cedar. He was a kick, my old man was. And that’s how I’ll always remember him, that lofty purple grin.

			My father took pride in his longstanding memberships with a half dozen mail-order clubs for exotic wines from around the world, and he considered himself a great collector—even though his collection consisted mostly of saved corks and empty bottles. He also considered himself the town sommelier, which was the only French word he knew, and one he proudly used. That was my dad, Belfair’s tree-topping sommelier. All month long he’d take orders for friends, and on delivery days, he’d load up the cases in my rusted red wagon—we never had a car; too much wine to buy, I guess—and tow them down the muddy streets, making his rounds and waving hello while flashing his purple grin to everyone he passed. He had a lot of friends, my old man did. Especially on delivery days.

			Belfair had four bars and one church back then—the bars are still there, but the church was torn down years ago—and while it was not uncommon for my father to visit all four of the bars on any given Sunday, he never once set foot inside the church. Well, at least not until he entered it headfirst to be displayed at the front for an afternoon. The pastor claimed the Good Lord had called him home to heaven, but I knew my father had bought himself a ticket there one bottle at a time. I had to bury him on credit. I was nineteen. I’ll never forget looking down at him in the cheap, plastic-coated casket and seeing his lips frozen in his signature purple-toothed grin, an expression so a part of his being that not even the mortician’s cunning could erase it from his face. I had seen photos of his father, and of his father’s father, and it was a drunken smirk that ran in our family just as strongly as our small ears and big hands. But despite his purple smile, life had been hard for my old man—especially after my mother ran out on us.

			Her name was Oksana and she was beautiful. But she was never meant for Belfair. She had only been passing through on her way south from Vancouver, stopping just long enough to make the mistake of getting pregnant with me. She tried to be a mother for a little while, she really did, or so my father told me, but then she left for cigarettes and milk on the eve of my third birthday and just never came home. A package arrived six months later from California with a bottle of Napa wine for my father and a Mickey Mouse T-shirt and belated birthday card for me. Inside the card was a Polaroid of her standing in front of MGM studios, and that’s the only photo I have of her. She sent two more letters that year—one from San Diego, one from Houston, and both addressed to me, as if I could read at the age of three—but she sent nothing after. And that’s fine with me. It really is. But I still keep her photo just the same.

			My father never married or even seriously dated after my mother left. I remember several neighborhood women helping out with me early on, many of them single, but if my father showed any romantic interest in any of them, it was never serious enough, and soon they drifted away and it was only the two of us left on our own. I’ll tell you straight up, though, he was a gentleman all the way, my old man was. Despite my mother’s having run out on us the way she did, he didn’t hate women at all. Not one bit. He did, however, hate the idea of love. And so do I, to tell you the truth. Or at least I did, before I met David Hadley and heard a love story that would change my life. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Back to my old man.

			I remember asking him about love once. I said, “Do you think you’ll ever get married again?” He laughed. “I’d rather fall from the top of old man Snyder’s tallest Doug fir.” Then he looked up from the TV just long enough to lift his wineglass, as if toasting to his own comment. When I pressed him about it, he set his glass down and switched off the TV—a rare and serious occurrence in our little trailer. Then, what was even rarer, he called me over and pulled me down and sat me on his knee, just like I’d sat when I was a boy, except now I was twelve and already a man, were you to ask me. But the reason I’ll never forget it is because he looked right into my eyes and for once he wasn’t grinning.

			“Don’t you ever believe anything you hear about love, Son,” he said. “Love is nothing but a snake with a head on each end, and it’ll bite you coming and going. You hear me? Fools play with love like they do fire, but you and me, we know better than to believe in love because we’ve been burned by love. Best lesson I ever learned, your mother taught me. Love will run right out the door just as soon as you begin to feel a little comfortable. Love’s hot as the sun but cold as a star. You hear me, Son? You don’t need love. You don’t need it at all. Tell me you understand.”

			I nodded that I understood, and I thought I did. But I was young and scared, and he was old and scared, and together we didn’t know enough about love to fill a wineglass.

			“This doesn’t mean we disrespect women,” he added, reaching up and cupping his hand around my neck and looking at me sternly. “You treat women like a gentleman does. And that’s an order from your father, Son. Respect women but keep them at a distance or else you’ll get burned badly. Just like your mother did already, to you and to your old man.”

			Then he released my neck and eased me off his knee before picking up his wineglass again. I was still rerunning the conversation in my head when I heard the TV switch back on. But I never forgot it. Not a word. It was the only serious conversation we ever had about anything, and it was the only direct advice he ever gave me. I guess maybe that’s why I took it to heart the way I did. But despite adopting my father’s opinions about love, I disagreed with him wholeheartedly about Belfair. For him Belfair would forever be home; for me it was nothing but a hell I couldn’t wait to flee. Truth is I was already dreaming of escape long before I’d asked my old man about love. Hell, I was dreaming of escape before I even learned to read.

			On Sundays my father would sometimes take me down to the Silver Spruce Saloon for a hot cocoa while he impressed his friends by describing various wines at the bar. Talking tannins and nuttiness and all that garbage nobody really understands. But I loved going because they had one of those real estate brochure racks there in the corner, and I was so mesmerized by the glossy, sun-dappled pictures that I’d let my cocoa go cold just flipping through them again and again. They seemed as far away from Belfair as Camelot to me.

			When I got a little older, I’d ride my bicycle fourteen miles to the ferry terminal to load up on the magazines that passengers left behind on the free shelf, then ride back and pass cold winter evenings cutting out my favorite beach houses and hanging them on my bedroom wall. It looked like my room had been papered over by Town & Country and Coastal Living. Not an inch of wood paneling was uncovered, I swear. My father came in once and saw it and just shook his head and walked out again. I think he thought I wanted to be an architect or a travel agent or something. But I didn’t. I just wanted the hell out of Belfair.

			I know I said this was a love story, and that I promised not to overwhelm you with childhood travails, but this will all make sense when I tell you about David and June and how I came to be the caretaker of the greatest love story I’ve ever heard. And I don’t want you to think I’m looking for any sympathy here, either, because I’m not. I don’t even think my childhood was all that bad. Certainly it wasn’t compared to some others I’ve heard about. I told that to a concerned guidance counselor once, that my childhood wasn’t so terrible, and she said that each of us has experienced the worst childhood we will ever know. And even though I remember thinking at the time that she was kind of pessimistic to be a counselor, she was right. But that means that each of us has experienced the best childhood we will ever know too. So, on balance, I guess mine was all right. But still, I couldn’t wait to bail out of Belfair.

			My plan was always to leave the day I turned sixteen. Of course, my father was fully in his cups by then and partially disabled from a fall that broke his left hip, so I put my dream on hold and got a job at the local planing mill instead. And then three years later my father died, as I mentioned already. Our trailer was a rental, and there was nothing in it worth selling that hadn’t already been sold, so after I’d worked long enough to pay off the funeral debt, I packed a bag and made the rounds saying good-bye.

			The manager at the mill laughed when I told him I was leaving for Seattle. He said the city would chew me up and spit me out like a twig tossed into a wood chipper. He was always calling me a twig on account of my being skinny. But he wasn’t a mean-spirited man; he was just afraid. All of Belfair was afraid, I guess, since no one ever left. But I wasn’t afraid. Truth is, I had nothing to lose except a suitcase full of clothes, my favorite Miami condo clipping torn from my bedroom wall, and sixty-four dollars and ten cents. I remember the exact amount because I counted it on the ferry four times before I made my first investment in my future by tossing the dime overboard with a wish. I wished for that condo in Miami, but I told myself I’d settle for dying anywhere other than Belfair, and without the drunken family grin on my face.

			The city did chew me up, but I refused to let it spit me out. I slept on the streets beneath the viaduct until there was space in a men’s shelter. Then I jumped between hostels, taking a job sorting donations at the Salvation Army and working my way up to cashier. I was always good with figures, even though I had dropped out of high school to work at the mill. I studied nights for my GED and got it, along with a better job and a studio apartment. Then I enrolled at Evergreen Community College. When I received my associate’s degree, I went back to the cemetery in Belfair and showed the diploma to my father—“Look, Dad, I did it; the first in our family to graduate college.” Then I went to show it to the mill manager, but it turned out I’d missed him already at the cemetery.

			I was on my way to enroll at the University of Washington extension campus when I met a man on the bus who saw the financial aid application in my hand and laughed. For some reason he felt the need to warn me that going into debt for a useless degree would be the worst mistake of my life. He said the real money was in mortgages. He said he’d made piles of cash selling loans, enough in fact to buy his first home before he was even twenty-five. He said he damn near had a real estate empire. Although, looking back, I never thought to ask him why in the hell he was still riding the city bus if he was so wealthy. But whether he was full of bull or not, I promptly forgot about school and enrolled instead as an assistant mortgage broker at Washington Mutual.

			The bank was growing fast, gobbling up smaller banks all around the country, and I watched the mortgage brokers I was working for get fatter and flusher by the day. Then it was my turn. A simple test, a minor background check, and at last, I was a licensed broker ready to take on the world one mortgage at a time. But as it often does, the world had other plans. The housing market crashed, the bank went belly-up, and almost as soon as I had earned my promotion I was out of a job. I looked for work, I did, but there was no place for a freshly minted mortgage broker with no experience, even if he did have an associate’s degree. Some luck, right? Back to the Salvation Army for me, or so I thought, until a new plan presented itself in the form of a stolen newspaper.

			I don’t like a thief at all. And I’ve never been one, except accidentally. My alcoholic neighbor got the paper, but he never was up before noon on a Sunday, so it was my habit to borrow it to read with my coffee. I’d always fold it up neatly and have it back at his apartment door before he even knew what day it was. Except this one particular Sunday when I forgot to give it back. I forgot because there was a front-page article about people defaulting on their home loans faster than they had signed them. That in itself wasn’t news. What was news was farther down in the story, about how a local firm was handling foreclosures for the big banks. They employed reps to go out on house calls to discuss options with the homeowners. The paper called them “vulture visits,” of course, while the big banks spun them as “pre-foreclosure counseling sessions.” Everyone else called it “cash for keys.” But I didn’t care what they were called. All I cared about was the claim that a good rep could earn six figures. That, and they were hiring.

			I ran out right there without even finishing my coffee, taking the paper with me. I bought a new suit on credit at Macy’s—they’ll give anybody a card, I swear, even if you don’t have a job—and changed in the store before heading uptown. Then I walked into the offices of Foreclosure Solutions Inc., wearing my new suit and a confident smile, and walked out employed. My business card read “Housing Transition Specialist,” but really my job was convincing delinquent homeowners to leave their properties voluntarily in exchange for a little cash toward a fresh start. It isn’t the type of career one is proud of, I know. But don’t judge me, please. Someone had to do it. Plus, it was a whole lot better than shoveling sawdust at the mill.

			The way I saw it, I was helping people. And it wasn’t just win-win, either, it was triple-win all the way: the banks didn’t have to go to court to foreclose, the homeowners walked away with a little dough, and most importantly, I got paid. Before long my closing ratio was the highest in the company, my payout average the lowest, and I was training new foreclosure counselors and cherry-picking my own cases. Things were good for me, even though I was still a long way from Miami.

			The housing crisis dragged on longer than anyone could have imagined, and business was booming because of it. I moved into a nicer apartment, bought better suits, and taped that old condo clipping from the glossy pages of Penthouses in Paradise magazine to my shaving mirror.

			By the eve of my thirty-third birthday, my dream was about to become a reality. I had a mortgage preapproval in hand; I had a promise of a job from my employer’s sister company in Florida; and I had a Realtor in Miami scouring South Beach foreclosures for just the right condo. It was a good day to be turning thirty-three. It also just happened to be the day that David Hadley’s letter landed on my desk.

			I only opened it myself on account of the stamps. It was addressed to Mr. Ralph Spitzer, as was all the mail that made it to my department, and it was posted with forty-nine carefully placed one-cent stamps. I had no idea they even offered those still. But maybe they don’t; they could have been old, now that I think about it. Anyway, the stamps had bright red birds on them, and an entire flock stared at me from both sides of the envelope. There was hardly any room at all for the address and it was so heavy with all those stamps I was surprised it even got delivered without more postage, although there would have been nowhere to put the additional stamps.

			I opened the envelope and withdrew a single sheet of ruled yellow paper, neatly folded and covered on both sides with shaky handwritten script. I’ll spare you the struggle of reading it by retyping the letter here:

			Dear Mr. Ralph Spitzer:

			Your name reminds me of a man on CNN. I hope it isn’t you. Sometimes I watch cable news and I think if there is a God, He or She should tip this whole world like a dinner plate and send us tumbling off of it like so many useless crumbs into space. I just don’t see the point. But then I think about my wife, June, and I remember her saying that maybe there is no point to anything except falling pointlessly in love. Of course, she said it just before she jumped off of a seventy-six-story building, which at the time had me questioning her sanity. But that doesn’t mean she wasn’t right.

			My name is David Hadley, although you probably know me as Case Number 524-331, or perhaps as 772½ Whispering Willow Lane, Darrington, WA 98241. I never have been quite sure where the ½ in the address comes from—especially since the property is just north of forty-two acres—but the postman never seems able to find us without it so I always make sure to point it out. Actually, I should probably get used to saying postwoman now, since our new one is a lady. But that’s neither here nor there, and then the address doesn’t tell you much about this place anyway. What’s important for you to know is that less than two hours’ drive northeast from Seattle, in a valley at the base of Whitehorse Mountain, 772 and ½ are the numbers on the mailbox at the entrance to Echo Glen. Now, I’ll admit the mailbox is rusted, and the wooden gate it’s attached to is half-rotted and leaning worse than the house or even the barns, but I swear to you and to postwomen everywhere that you ought to be able to send mail here simply by addressing it to the Center of the Universe, which it is. Or at least it was for June and still is for me.

			I’m writing to take you up on your offer to discuss my options before you foreclose. Please come by anytime. But don’t come before Good Morning America is over in the morning. And don’t come after Jeopardy! starts at four. Maybe come late morning if you can. I seem to have more energy then anyway. And besides, there’s nothing on television at that time except cable news.

			Sincerely,

			David Hadley

			After reading the letter, I looked up Mr. Hadley’s loan in our system, but there was nothing unique about it. Plus, to tell you the truth, being that far out in the country, it wasn’t a huge loan by Seattle standards and the potential commission wasn’t enough to get me excited—especially not on the eve of my birthday.

			I keyed the correspondence into the computer, stamped the letter RECEIVED, and tossed it in the bin to be assigned to a more junior foreclosure counselor. Done and done, on to other things. My intention was to never think of it again. But, as I’ve since found, sometimes fate has plans of its own.
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			BECAUSE I SPENT most days out in the field making pre-foreclosure house calls, or “sits,” as we called them in the biz, it was my habit to catch up on paperwork by spending evenings in the office. Most nights I stayed until the janitors showed up. Then I’d head to the corner bar near my apartment. The bar is called Finnegans, with no apostrophe, although I never knew why. It isn’t even an Irish place at all. Estrella thinks it was named for the writer James Joyce. But I haven’t told you about her yet, have I?

			This particular night, I sat at the bar dividing my attention between the television and the clock on the wall beside it. As soon as the clock struck midnight, I waved Estrella over and asked her for a glass of their best cabernet. She spells her name with an R and two Ls, but it’s pronounced es-TRAY-yah. It’s a cool name. It means “star of heaven” or something in Spanish. She didn’t tell me all that; I looked it up.

			“I need to see your ID,” she said.

			“Really?” I asked her. I’m italicizing it because I said it really cheekily. “I only come in here for dinner all the time.”

			“Yeah, so what?” she said, flashing me an equally cheeky smile. “You always drink club soda and lime.”

			She was just messing with me, I knew she was, but I could tell that she wasn’t going to let up so I pulled out my wallet.

			“You’re probably just trying to get my address,” I said.

			She took my license but she didn’t look at it right away. Instead, she kind of held it for ransom against my attention and hooked a hand on her hip and smirked at me. She did it cutely, of course, but it was still a smirk.

			“You wish, mister,” she said.

			She’s younger than I am, but not by enough to be calling me mister.

			“But I am wondering why you haven’t asked me out yet,” she added, getting suddenly shy, or at least pretending to. I know she blushed for sure; I saw it. Anyway, then she looked down at the bar and coyly said, “You’ve been coming in here for almost a year, and it can’t be for the food.”

			“I like the atmosphere,” I replied, making a big show of shrugging nonchalantly as I looked all around the bar. It really did have a good vibe, this place. But I knew that wasn’t what she wanted to hear, and it wasn’t really the truth either. I was just stringing her along a little. “And I like you too,” I added after what felt like a long enough pause. “I like you a lot.”

			“You do? Then why haven’t you asked me out?”

			I knew she wouldn’t understand this next part, but it was true. “Because I only ask out girls I don’t like,” I said.

			When she heard that she let her hand fall off her hip in a cute but defeated gesture, and she bit her lower lip a little. She was always doing that, biting her lower lip. Usually when she was carrying a tray or something. Sometimes, after serving my meal, she’d linger awhile and watch the baseball game on TV with me, maybe just for a few minutes, but she’d bite her lip then too. And if our team was at bat, she had this nervous way of twisting up a strand of her hair in her fingers as she watched. It really was cute.

			“So, you only ask out the girls you don’t like,” she said. “Well, that doesn’t make one ounce of sense, even for a man, does it?”

			I’ve noticed that women are always saying things that sound like questions even though they’re not questions at all. Why is that? I suspect it’s because they know they’re right but don’t want to hit us men over the head with it, since it happens so often.

			But anyway, in this case she was wrong.

			“It makes plenty of sense,” I said. “And I’ll tell you why. Love is fun at the beginning, but it always bites you in the end.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said, “I must not have known that you were such an expert about the immutable nature of love.”

			“Immutable?” I asked, raising a brow.

			“It was the word of the day on my vocabulary app.”

			“Well, my point is if I asked you out we’d have a great time, I’m sure of it. For a while anyway. Then we’d get bored with one another, and one of us, most likely you, would move on. And then I’d be all tore up and brokenhearted and where would I go for my dinner? I couldn’t come here any longer after that. And as I said, I really like this place.”

			I couldn’t tell if she looked disappointed or just amused.

			“There are only like three other bars that serve food on this block,” she said.

			I didn’t dare tell her, of course, that I couldn’t eat in most of those bars for the very reason I had just spelled out. I didn’t tell her because while I might have taken to heart my father’s sage warnings about love, I also remembered his stern advice about being a gentleman and all. Plus, the declining state of my local dining options wasn’t really the point, because although I did like the place a lot, I liked her a lot more.

			“And besides,” she added, “your little hypothetical scenario assumes I’d say yes if you did ask me out.”

			We had kind of flirted before, but nothing this direct. Now she was biting her lip, which drove me crazy, and coiling her hair, which made me feel like I was one of those ballplayers up at bat.

			“Wouldn’t you?” I tossed out—meaning Say yes, of course. And as I asked it, I laid on her what I considered to be my most charming smile yet.

			It was dim in the bar, but I swore I saw her blush again.

			“Maybe,” she said, holding my stare for a beat. Then just like that the moment passed and she released her lower lip and let her hair fall. “But then you’re moving to Miami anyway. At least that’s what you keep saying.”

			“See,” I said, “love is already turning on us.”

			“Hey, it’s your birthday!” she exclaimed, finally looking at my license. “Why didn’t you say so? No one should drink alone on his birthday.”

			What is it about people and birthdays, anyway? It’s just another day, really. But she had hardly handed me back my license and she was gone. She came back with the glass of wine I had asked for and two shots of Jack Daniel’s, one for each of us. But I don’t ever touch liquor, so I had to let her down as easy as I could on the shot. Besides, even though it was technically my birthday, I wasn’t really celebrating. And I wasn’t drinking alone either. I was paying my respects to my father the only way I knew how.

			It had been our tradition to have a glass of wine together on my birthday. It started when I was just three, with a finger of cabernet sauvignon in my bottle to quiet my crying when my mother didn’t come home, and it continued until he died. And now I allow myself one glass of cabernet every birthday, just to remember him by. My old man, the sommelier of Belfair. So if I’m counting right, and I’m pretty good with figures so I think I am, that makes thirty-one drinks in my entire life, one for every birthday since I was three, but not one sip of alcohol on any of the days in between. And I’ll tell you straight up, if you could see how white my teeth are, you’d know I was telling the truth.

			Estrella was a good sport about the shot, of course—she seemed to be pretty easygoing most of the time—calling over the busboy and giving it to him so the three of us could toast my birthday. Then she left me to attend to her other customers and I sat watching the TV while the cabernet worked its way from my belly to my head. And then something happened that seemed simple enough at the time, even though it would forever change my life.

			What happened was one of those commercials for antidepressants came on. You know, the one where the cloud is following the lady around. But then she takes this pill and of course the sun comes out and the grass gets suddenly green and this little red bird flies down and lands on her head and starts singing. Perched right there on her head, I swear. Silly as hell, even for an antidepressant commercial. And that red bird got me thinking about those stamps, and the stamps got me thinking about David Hadley’s letter.

			Hadn’t he written something about God tipping the world like a dinner plate? Wouldn’t that be something to see? I was pretty sure he’d also written that his wife had jumped off of a building. And now he was being foreclosed on. Talk about tough luck. Something in the tone of his letter had come across as endearing, though, and it made me curious about him.

			And that’s all it took—that sappy pill commercial and a little lousy curiosity—because the next thought I had was that maybe I would swing by the office in the morning to get his file and go out and meet with him myself after all. I sure wouldn’t mind seeing the Center of the Universe, I thought, and a drive into the country sounded like a much better way to spend a birthday than cooped up in the office waiting for some clown to show up with a cake.

			Just about the time I had made up my mind to go, Estrella reappeared with a huge cupcake, crowned with a candle. She was singing “Happy Birthday,” and the busboy and then the rest of the bar joined in. It could have been from my once-a-year glass of cabernet, but I felt my cheeks flush. I know, embarrassing, right? People really do insist on making a big deal out of birthdays.

			Estrella wouldn’t let me blow the candle out until I made a birthday wish, even though I reminded her I was turning ­thirty-three, not three. But she insisted, so I did, and since I liked her so much I didn’t even fake it. I closed my eyes and made a real wish. It was easier than I thought, too, because it was the same wish I had made back in Belfair when I was just a boy, the same wish I had made nearly every day since.
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			THERE’S SOMETHING VERY relaxing about driving north out of the city, especially in fall. Maybe it’s the almost imperceptible fade from the gray sidewalks and glass skyscrapers to the golden leaves of turning trees; or maybe it’s the smell of clean, moist air spilling in through the cracked car window; or maybe it’s just the simple relief of knowing that you’re leaving the hustle of the city streets behind for an afternoon. Whatever it is, I felt my mood lifting the farther north I drove.

			It was raining like hell when I left Seattle, and hailing by the time I hit Marysville, but when I finally exited the interstate, I came out from beneath the dark clouds and dropped into a wide sunlit valley, surrounded by pine-covered hills. It was nice, it really was. A rainbow even followed me. I got my first glimpse of Whitehorse Mountain as I rounded a bend. It stood framed between two heavily forested peaks and its shady folds and sawtooth summit infused me with a sense of mystery. I wondered if it was possible to feel nostalgia for a place one had never been before. The mountain played peekaboo on the hilly skyline, appearing here and then there as the road twisted through the valleys of eastern Snohomish County, until at last it was above everything else on the horizon and lit by shafts of morning sunlight piercing through the dissipating clouds. I was beginning to feel glad that I had decided to come. So glad, in fact, that as I passed through the small timber town of Darrington, I was not nearly as bothered by the sight of a lumber mill as I thought I should be, even though the smell of damp sawdust reminded me of my childhood home.

			I consulted my map until I found Whispering Willow Lane. The sign was nearly obscured by the overgrown willow trees, and the overarching willow branches hung so low above the roadway in places that I could see them in the rearview mirror rustling in the breeze created by my car as I passed. I sure felt a million miles away from the city, even though I had left it just an hour and a half before. The road took me across a river on an old covered bridge, and then about a quarter mile past the bridge I came upon the address. His letter had not misled me. The mailbox was red with rust, and it was attached to a weathered-timber archway that leaned so precariously above the gravel driveway that I almost hesitated to drive beneath it. There was a wooden sign hung on chains that read:

			ECHO GLEN

			The property was densely overgrown, and as I drove through it I caught glimpses of its prior glory through the brush—peekaboo orchards scattered with unpruned apple and cherry trees; snapshots of barns and stables in various stages of dilapidation, losing their quiet battles with brambles and brush. I had the sense I was entering a place shrouded as much in mystery as it was in shade. The property opened as the drive turned to follow a fence line up toward the house. The house was white. At least it looked like it had been before years of weather had stripped most of the paint away and turned the wood siding a silvery gray that stood out against the dark trees rising up the mountain behind it. There was a quiet stubbornness to the house. As if it had long stood there at the base of that mountain, guarding the valley against the advancing forest that seemed to press against its back, or perhaps served as a final gateway to the wilder, enchanted lands beyond.

			As I got closer I saw that the house possessed a strange cheerfulness too. Despite the faded paint, it was well kept and bordered by green, freshly cut lawns. Rhododendrons flanked the covered porch, and bright flower baskets hung from hooks in the low porch eaves. The contrast between the manicured look of the house and the wildness of the surrounding property created the impression of a slow retreat by the caretaker to the confines of the home and its four walls. As if he maintained what he could as an act of defiance against the advance of time. I parked in front of the house—backing in for a quick exit if necessary, as was my habit on these visits—and got out of the car. I could hear a creek running somewhere unseen and I paused to breathe in the country air. Who knew the Center of the Universe smelled like wet grass and pine trees?

			The steps to the house had been built over with a wheelchair ramp, and I wondered if Mr. Hadley was disabled. I’d been on a few appointments with homeowners who were and it always made my job much harder. That, or if they had young kids or anything. Or if they had lived there a long time. Actually, it was never easy telling people they had to leave. But as I said before, even though it wasn’t the kind of career one was proud of, I was good at it. And if it weren’t me at their door offering them a check to vacate now, it would be the sheriff in a few months offering them nothing.

			I knocked on the door. I’ve learned to ignore doorbells and instead always knock lightly three times. It’s the least intrusive, I think. I waited, and then knocked three times more. I was just raising my hand to knock a third time when the door flew open as if it were on springs and an old man stood in front of me squinting into the light. He was noticeably shorter than I am, but he had a presence about him that filled the doorway. I guessed him to be in his late seventies or early eighties by the look of his thinning gray hair and the white stubble on his cheeks. You could tell he was really old by his clothes too. He wore brown corduroy pants and a colorful patchwork sweater that appeared to have been knitted by someone who was blind. The door opened so fast it kind of surprised me, though, and I was still taking all this in when he spoke.

			“If you’ve come to preach to me about Jehovah, I’ll kindly tell you as I have the others that I’ll be finding out the truth a lot sooner than you will, young man.”

			His voice was gravelly and gruff, but it was also kind.

			“I’m from the bank,” I said. “I’ve come about your letter.”

			I opened the file I had carried with me from the car and held up his letter. There were two enormous breast pockets sewn into his sweater, made of what looked like leather and both bulging with the weight of whatever personal possessions he felt necessary to store there, and he reached into one of these pockets and pulled out reading glasses. Then he took the letter from me and looked it over, as if verifying that it was in fact his handwriting. When he appeared satisfied, he handed the letter back and said, “I didn’t expect you to come so soon.”

			“Well, I just had to see the Center of the Universe,” I said. “And meet the man who can lick forty-nine one-cent stamps.” Then I stuck out my hand. “I’m Elliot Champ.”

			He didn’t shake it right away, asking instead, “What happened to Mr. Spitzer?”

			I didn’t want to tell him that he’d written to a fictional person and that Ralph Spitzer was just a made-up name for our computer-generated form letters. But I didn’t want to lie either. In the end, I fell back on my training and ignored the question altogether, shrugging and saying, “I’m Elliot Champ, sir, your housing transition specialist.”

			My arm was getting heavy by this time, but I kept my hand out for him to shake. He dipped his head a little so he could look at me over the reading glasses. Then he retrieved a small notebook and pen from his other sweater pocket and wrote something in it. I had the feeling he was taking down my name. Now my arm was really getting heavy.

			“Elliot Champ, you say? Sounds more made-up than Spitzer to me.” He tucked the notebook away in his bulging pocket. Then he finally shook my hand, and when he did, it was as if everything had suddenly changed. He smiled and stepped aside, pulling me into the foyer. “I’m so glad you’ve come, Mr. Champ. You have no idea.” He caught me too off guard for a response. This certainly wasn’t the welcome I was used to on these visits. “May I take your coat?” he asked as he closed the door behind me.

			I thought it was nice of him to offer, but I still told him no. I’d learned long ago to keep everything with me on these visits. You just never know when you’ll need to clear out in a hurry. I took a moment to look around the small house. All the visible walls were hung with watercolors in homemade frames and several windows had been covered with old stained glass, infusing the rooms with soft, colorful light. It sounds funny to say, but I thought the whole place kind of matched his sweater. Or maybe his sweater matched the house. Anyway, when he brought me into the living room, I thought it even more.

			The living room looked about as lived-in as a living room can, with rainbow-colored afghans draped over old leather chairs, a red sofa so faded it looked pink, and books and newspapers spread everywhere. There was an old tattered recliner parked in front of the TV, and I got the sense he spent most of his time there.

			“I’m glad you’re not that Ralph Spitzer fellow anyway,” he said, stepping over and switching off the TV. “Every time I get a letter from him his name reminds me of that man on CNN. Such doom and gloom. I don’t know why I even watch it, except maybe to remind myself that I won’t be missing much when I’m gone.”

			But I was hardly listening to him because I was looking at a brightly painted wooden rooster standing in front of a window bay—and not just any rooster either, but one that was five feet tall with a seat carved into its back. The old man saw me looking at it and smiled. Then he broke into a kind of tap dance right there on the living room floor—as best he could anyway for being so old and all—and as he danced he belted out a corny campfire refrain that went:

			We had an old hen that wouldn’t lay eggs, until that sly old rooster flew into our yard and caught our old hen right off her guard. But we’re having eggs now, soft-boiled and poached hard, oh we’re having eggs now, ever since that sly old rooster flew into our yard.

			The whole song-and-dance display really was strange, and I wondered if maybe he wasn’t quite right in his mind. I’d been on sits like that too, and they weren’t easy either. But then he finished the song with a laugh, as if it had been a perfectly ordinary thing to do, patting me on the arm and asking, “Can I get you some coffee or tea, young man?” When I told him coffee would be great, he said, “I actually don’t have any coffee. The doctor tells me I can’t drink it with the medicine I take. But I do have tea.” I told him tea would be just fine, but I was still wondering why he had offered me coffee when he didn’t even have any as he shuffled off toward the kitchen.

			When I was alone, I stepped over to inspect the rooster. It looked hand-carved and old as hell; the paint was all cracked. I love that sort of thing, though. Anything with history. I could have admired that rooster all day, but then the view outside drew my eye. The window was wet yet from the earlier rains, giving the backyard a watery, faraway appearance through the old leaded glass. The creek I had heard earlier came down from the mountain and turned and ran along behind the house. A narrow footbridge crossing it was covered with wisteria. It really was a great view. The land on the far side of the bridge was quite wild, of course, but a well-worn footpath was visible disappearing along with the creek up into the shaded wood. I wondered who used the path often enough to keep it clear. Surely not the old man.

			“I hope you didn’t have a big breakfast.” I turned at the sound of his voice and he handed me a steaming mug of tea. “Smooth Move,” he said. “I’m afraid it’s the only tea I have left. It’s supposed to loosen you up, but I’m sure it’s mostly marketing. The bathroom is just down the hall on your left, however, just in case you need it.”

			Perfect, I thought, since I’d had a bran muffin and a latte before driving out. He indicated that I should sit in an old leather chair, saying something about its being the most comfortable. But he must not have sat in it himself for a long time because I sank so low into the worn cushion I wondered how I would ever get up out of it again. The old man took quite some time getting himself settled across from me, and I sipped my tea and watched him with idle curiosity.

			After setting his mug on the end table, he turned the chair to face mine. Then he retrieved his cane from the corner and used it like a handrail to lower himself into it. When he went to retrieve his tea, however, it was just out of his reach, so he hoisted up the cane again and used its curved handle to hook the mug and pull it across the table toward him. I’m not sure why he went to all the trouble, though, because he lifted his tea and blew on it, and then set it back again without taking a sip. Then he sighed. We were easily six feet apart, with the book-covered coffee table between us, but I could clearly see that he was sizing me up in the silence. After a while, he reached into his sweater pocket and consulted his little notebook. Then he looked up at me and said, “Elliot Champ, eh?” I nodded and he slipped the notebook back into his pocket. “Is it chilly in here, Elliot? I can light the fire.”

			“No,” I replied, “it’s fine.”

			“Are you too warm then? I could hang your coat.”

			I told him I was actually quite comfortable—which wasn’t exactly true on account of being sunk into the damn chair so deep—and he just nodded and let another silence pass. Then he cleared his throat. “This is very embarrassing for me, you know.”

			Sometimes I ran into this on sits.

			“There’s no need to be embarrassed,” I said.

			“I’ve never failed to pay a bill in my entire life,” he replied, pausing to look down at the rug before adding, “I used to be an accountant, you know.”

			This was the part of my job I hated most—seeing this sadness, this shame. It was always the same. And the worst part about it was that the judgment was all theirs. No one I ever knew really cared two cream puffs whether or not anyone else could pay their mortgage. They were too damn busy working to pay their own. And I sure as hell wasn’t judging him. I was still in the habit of borrowing newspapers so I could save enough dough just to buy my first place.

			“Well, sir,” I said, “everyone falls on hard times now and again. No shame in that.”

			“Yes,” he said, nodding. “I guess everyone does.” He was still looking at the floor, or maybe even through it, and his voice seemed to be as distant as his gaze. “But it’s not falling that’s hard,” he said, almost under his breath. “It’s holding on.”

			“Holding on, sir?” I asked, repeating him. “How do you mean?”

			He looked up at me and I saw that there was sadness in his eyes. I remember thinking at the time that it seemed like a deep and unreachable sadness, something altogether too heavy to be caused by losing just a home, even if it was the Center of the Universe. I wouldn’t find out until much later that day what his sadness was really about.

			“Sir, are you okay?” I finally asked.

			His head jerked slightly at my question, as if he had been jolted out of a trance. The melancholy seemed to drain from his eyes, replaced by confusion. It almost felt as if he’d forgotten that I was there and was surprised to see me, and I wondered if maybe he didn’t have a touch of dementia. He fished a hearing aid from his pocket and screwed it into his ear.

			“Should we move the chairs closer?” he asked. “I’m afraid I might be talking too quietly again.”

			“No, you’re talking fine,” I answered. Then I gestured to my own ears to make a joke and ease the tension. “I just have small ears is all.”

			“Your ears look fine to me,” he replied.

			But he was just being nice. I know because I really do have small ears. They run in my family.

			“But I will say you do have large hands,” he offered. “That’s my wife’s two-handed mug—she made it herself from Spanish clay—but it nearly disappears in your mitt.”

			I looked at the mug in my hand, really for the first time. It was glazed this beautiful deep blue that you could kind of see the brushstrokes in. Then, probably because I was looking at her mug, I was reminded of something he had written about his wife in his letter.

			“This is probably none of my business,” I said. “And I don’t mean to pry. But you mentioned in your letter that your wife jumped off of a building . . .”

			I said it kind of gently because I was aware it might be a touchy matter, but I was not at all prepared for him to laugh.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, opening the file in my lap to consult his letter. “I must have read your letter wrong. The handwriting was . . . well, I just must have read it wrong.”

			His laugh slowly worked its way into a nasty cough and he leaned forward in his chair, struggling to breathe. I attempted to rise to help him somehow, but I had my tea mug in one hand and the file open in my lap—plus, I had sunk so low into that damn chair cushion that I could hardly get out to save my own life. Fortunately, he held up his hand to halt me, anyway, taking deep, gulping breaths and waving me off.

			“Sit,” he said. “I’m fine. Just give me a moment.”

			I watched him with concern. It was quiet for a minute, the both of us just looking at one another and breathing. When he had finally caught his breath, he sighed and said, “Now, what were we talking about?” I didn’t answer right away. There was no way I was going to bring up his wife again. But then he must have remembered on his own because he said, “Oh, yes, June. My wonderful wife. She did jump off of a building all right. That’s how I met her. But that was nearly thirty years ago.”

			Now I was really confused, and once again, I opened the file in my lap. Did he just say thirty years ago? Then how had they both signed on to a loan in 2005? But then I remembered the wheelchair ramp, and I looked around at the uncluttered hallways, the wheel-worn hardwood floors. I panicked a little, thinking maybe his wife was crippled from the fall but was still around, that maybe she was there somewhere, in one of the bedrooms or something. That would really make my job harder. I was trying to think of a gentle way to ask him her whereabouts, but he beat me to it with his own rather personal question.

			“Do you get paid commission, Elliot?”

			I had been asked this before, so I gave him my customary answer. “I get a base salary.” I usually left it at that too, but then he raised one bushy eyebrow and looked at me kind of quizzically, so I added, “And I get commission, yes.”

			“How much commission?” he asked.

			“I’m sorry, sir, but that’s kind of a confidential matter.”

			“So says the man from the bank with my financial obituary in his lap. And one who just asked me about my wife jumping off of a building too.”

			I remember thinking right then that he was a sharp old dodger, and he sure did turn out to be. I warned myself to be on my game with him when it came time to negotiate. But for some reason I kind of liked him. Plus, I think I might have been in a good mood too—on account of being so far away from the city, and the fresh air, and it being my birthday and all. I decided to answer his question.

			“I earn about fifteen hundred for each deal,” I finally said. “Sometimes more if it doesn’t cost us too much to get the homeowner to leave.”

			He nodded. “Thank you. I appreciate your honesty, Elliot.” And he did seem to genuinely appreciate it, but of course he hit me right away with another personal question. “And what will you do with mine, if you don’t mind my asking? Assuming I agree to leave.”

			“Your commission?” I said, knowing full well that’s what he meant, but asking it anyway to buy myself a minute. I briefly considered making up some worthy cause for the funds but decided instead to just tell the truth. It was usually easier. “Add it to my savings, most likely,” I said.

			“And what are you saving for?”

			I felt like the meeting was heading in the wrong direction, like our roles were reversed or something. Wasn’t I supposed to be asking the questions? Then again, it was nice to have someone taking an interest in my plans.

			“I’m saving a down payment for a condo in Miami.”

			He laughed so hard I worried he might start coughing again, but he didn’t. “Why of all the places on God’s green earth would you want to live in Miami?” he asked.

			It was a silly question, so I gave it a silly answer.

			“Because it’s the Sunshine State.”

			“Filled with crowded beaches,” he shot back. “And too much sunshine.”

			Now I was kind of getting irritated, I’ll admit it.

			“You can’t have too much sunshine,” I said.

			“Sure you can,” he retorted right away, obviously disagreeing with me just because he hated Florida for some reason. Then he doubled down. “The sun is nothing but a weapon without clouds and trees to shade you from it.”

			“If that’s how you feel, I guess,” I said.

			“I’m missing a chunk of my nose to prove it.”

			“That aside, you’d feel differently if you grew up in Belfair, where I did. I don’t think I knew what the sun was until I left town at nineteen.”

			“Well, forget about the sun for a minute then,” he said. “What about the bugs and humidity? They’ve got alligators down there too. And snakes that swallow dogs. And brain-­eating amoebas. I’ve seen it all myself on cable news.”

			“Cable news. Geez. I’ll tell you what, if you keep crapping on my dream, maybe I’ll send your friend Wolf Blitzer down here to deal with your delinquent loan himself, instead of me, Mr. Hadley.”

			As soon as I mentioned the delinquent loan, he straightened a little in his chair and the twinkle sort of disappeared from his eyes. Suddenly everything seemed more formal between us than when I had first arrived even. Looking back, it really wasn’t fair of me to change the subject off of Florida by bringing up his loan. It was a cheap trick and I knew it. Sometimes I could be a jerk.

			“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was out of line.”

			“No,” he said somberly, “I’d rather get it out of the way.”

			“Okay, let me just cut to the chase, Mr. Hadley. Peel it off like a Band-Aid, if I can. The bank will let me offer you up to three months’ worth of mortgage payments in cash, and no recourse if the property is sold for a loss. And all you have to do is sign a deed in lieu of foreclosure and move out within the month. How does that sound?”

			He nodded, as if it was about what he had been expecting.

			“Is that the deal you offer everyone?” he asked.

			I had been on hundreds of sits, and this was always the part where they tried to get a little more money. Usually I started lower and held out longer, but as I’ve said, I kind of liked this old guy.

			“For you, I’ll make it four months’ worth of payments,” I offered. “But that’s the best I can do. The absolute best. It really is.”

			“That’s not—”

			“Actually, for you, I’ll sweeten it a little on my own,” I said, cutting him off. I couldn’t stand to let him beg. I just couldn’t. “As I said I get a flat commission of fifteen hundred. I’ll kick you back a thousand of it, since we’re being so personal and all. That should at least help with the moving expenses, yes?”

			“What I wanted to ask you,” he said, once I finally allowed him to get a word in, “is how much do you need to get that condo you’re saving for in Miami?”

			“Miami? I thought you said I’d be foolish to move there.”

			“I never said that. There never was a fool who followed his dream, even if it does lead him somewhere as silly as a swamp. How much do you need?”

			He was hard to peg, this old dodger. One moment he looked almost senile, kind of lost in his own thoughts, and then the next he’d have a keen twinkle in his old watery eye, as if he were leading me along the whole time. But how could you not like someone with a wooden rooster in his living room and a song and dance to go with it? I decided to answer his question.

			“All told, I need about twenty thousand more dollars. And at the rate I’m saving I’ll be able to buy in six to nine months.”

			He put his reading glasses back on, pulled his notebook and pen out again, and wrote something down.

			“What are you writing in there?” I asked.

			He grinned at me over his glasses. “You have your file; I have mine.” Then he took the glasses off and tucked them away along with the notebook, back in his big sweater pocket, before swelling up in his chair. It’s hard to explain what I mean exactly, but he inhaled a deep breath and straightened his back and about twenty years seemed to drop off of him. He smiled like he was about to solve the winning question on Jeopardy!. “Elliot, my new friend,” he said, “I’d like to make you a proposition.”

			“A proposition?” I asked.

			“That’s right.”

			This was not the first time a homeowner had attempted to lay some outlandish scheme on me to save their property, but I decided to humor him and play along.

			“Okay, sure. I’m listening.”

			“What if I offered you a deal that would net you the twenty thousand you need to get your place in Miami in just a couple of weeks?”

			“Twenty thousand’s a lot of money.”

			“Yes it is,” he replied.

			“Two weeks, you said?”

			“Give or take.”

			“What would I have to do to earn it?”

			He shrugged, rather coyly, but in a masculine way. “Nothing illegal.”

			“That’s fairly vague for someone who used to be an accountant,” I said.

			I swear I saw him smile, but I couldn’t tell whether it was because of the accountant comment or because he knew I was taking the bait.

			“So, you would be interested, then, I assume,” he said.

			I sat quiet for a minute, looking at him and wondering if he was serious or if he was messing with me. I was interested, of course. Who wouldn’t be? But then how could an old man who couldn’t even pay his mortgage come up with twenty grand? And what was I in a position to do for him to earn it? And in two weeks, no less. Plus, I worried if I heard him out it might be harder to turn him down, which I surely would have to do. But curiosity was killing me, and I just had to hear what the old dodger had cooked up.

			“Okay,” I finally said, “they might be small, but I’m all ears.”

			He kept quiet, eyeing me like a cunning old storybook wolf, silent and dangerous, just sitting for a full minute or so and not even saying anything.

			“Well, what is it?” I asked, swallowing the hook whole. “What’s the deal?”

			He leaned forward and rubbed his hands together, speaking conspiratorially. “I can’t tell you any details about the offer until you hear the whole story,” he said. “It’ll take a little time, but it will be worth your while, I promise.”

			I’d like to have been able to claim I had something better to do on my birthday than listen to an old man reminisce, but I didn’t. And besides, there wasn’t much I wouldn’t sit through for a chance to earn twenty thousand clams.

			“So, you’ll sit and listen,” he said, watching me as I mulled it over.

			“All right,” I said, after hesitating just long enough to get back a little hand. “But only if I can switch to a different chair. This one is swallowing me.”

			After I had dislodged myself from the chair and settled on the sofa to listen, the old man brought his hands together prayer-wise in a kind of satisfied and grateful gesture. Then he interlaced his fingers, closed his eyes, and inhaled one long, calming breath, as if deciding where exactly he should start. When he opened his eyes again, he began:

			“I suppose I should first tell you about how I met my wife. And I can’t tell you about her unless I tell you how I came to be standing on the roof, ready to jump. It’s a little embarrassing now, and I’d like to say I was young, but compared to you I was already an old man at the time. It all began in the winter of 1986 . . .”
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