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PROLOGUE


Dear Alan,

As you write the story of your walk, I offer you some writing advice from one of your favorite authors, Lewis Carroll:

“Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end; then stop.”

Alan Christoffersen’s diary



My name is Alan Christoffersen. You don’t know me. “Just another book in the library,” my father would say. “Unopened and unread.” You have no idea how far I’ve come or what I’ve lost. More important, you have no idea what I’ve found.

I’m no one important or famous. No matter. It is better to be loved by one person who knows your soul than millions who don’t even know your phone number. I have loved and been loved as deeply as a man can hope for, which makes me a lucky man. It also means that I have suffered. Life has taught me that to fly, you must first accept the possibility of falling.

I don’t know if anyone will ever read what I’m writing. But if you are holding this book, then you have found my story. You are now my fellow sojourner. If you find something in my journey that will help with yours, keep it.

Some might call this a love story. Those without love will call it a travelogue. To me, it is one man’s journey to find hope. There are things that happened to me that you might not believe. There were lessons learned that you might not be ready for. No matter. Accept or dismiss what you will. But let me warn you in advance—which is more than I got—that what you read won’t be easy. But it’s a story worth telling. It’s the story of my walk.


CHAPTER

One


“Above all, do not lose your desire to walk. I know of no thought so burdensome that one cannot walk away from it.”

—Kierkegaard

Alan Christoffersen’s diary



According to legend, once the sand of Key West is in your shoes, you cannot go back from whence you came. It is true for me. I’m alone on the beach watching the blood-red sun baptized in the Gulf of Mexico. And there is no returning to what I left behind.

The air is saturated with the smells of salt water and kelp and the sounds of breaking waves and screeching seagulls. Some part of me wonders if this might be a dream and hopes I’ll wake in bed and find that I’m still in Seattle, and McKale is gently running her fingernails up and down my back. She would whisper, “Are you awake, my love?” I would turn to her and say, “You’ll never believe what I just dreamed.”

But it’s no dream. I’ve walked the entire length of the country. And the woman I love is never coming back.
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The water before me is as blue as windshield wiper fluid. I feel the twilight breeze against my unshaven, sunburned face, and I close my eyes. I’ve come a long way to get here—nearly 3,500 miles. But, in ways, I’ve come much further. Journeys cannot always be measured in physical distance.

I slide the backpack off my shoulders and sit down on the sand to untie my shoes and pull off my socks. My threadbare, once white, now-gray cotton socks stick to my feet as I peel them off. Then I step forward on the wet, shell-studded sand and wait for the receding water to return and cover my feet. I’ve had hundreds of hours to think about this moment, and I let it all roll over me: the wind, the water, the past and present, the world I left behind, the people and towns along the way. It’s hard to believe I’m finally here.

After a few minutes, I go back and sit cross-legged in the sand next to my pack and do what I always do at the pivotal moments of my life: I take out a pen, open my diary, and begin to write.
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My writing habit began long ago—long before this diary, long before my walk. The Christmas I was eight years old, my mother gave me my first diary. It was a small, yellow vinyl book debossed with deep flourishes. My favorite feature was its brass key and lock. It made me feel important to have something in my life of such consequence that I needed to lock it up from the world. That Christmas night was the first time in my life that I wrote in a diary. I figured with the lock and all, only I would be reading it, so I wrote the entry to myself, a habit I would continue the rest of my life.

Dear Alan,

Today is Christmas. I got a Rock’em Sockem Robots, a set of walky-talkys and red sweetish fish that I already ate. Mom gave me this diary with a lock and key and told me I should write every day. I asked her to write on my first page.

My Dear Son,

Thank you for letting me write in your special book. And Merry Christmas! It is a very special Christmas. You will someday understand this. Every so often read these words and remember how much I love you and always will.

—Mom

Mom says it doesn’t matter what I write and if I wait to write just the importent things then I’ll probly never write anything, because importent things just look like everything else except when you look back on them. The thing is to write what yor thinking and feelling. Mom looked better today. I think she’ll be better soon.

I’ve touched that writing so often that it’s barely legible. My mother’s entry was one of those events she spoke of, the kind that look like nothing except through time’s rearview mirror. My mother died from breast cancer forty-nine days later—on Valentine’s Day.

It was early in the morning, before I usually got up for school, that my father led me into the room to see her. On the nightstand next to her bed there was a single yellow rose in a bud vase and my homemade Valentine’s card, with a drawing of a heart with an arrow through it. Her body was there, but she wasn’t. She would have smiled and called to me. She would have praised my drawing. I knew she wasn’t there.

In my father’s typical stoic manner, we never spoke about her death. We never talked about feelings nor the things that gave rise to them. That morning he made me breakfast, then we sat at the table, listening to the silence. The people from the mortuary came and went, and my father managed everything with the steadiness of a business transaction. I’m not saying he didn’t care. He just didn’t know how to show his feelings. That was my father. I never once kissed him. That’s just the way he was.


The reason we start things is rarely the reason we continue them.

Alan Christoffersen’s Road Diary



I started writing in my diary because my mother told me to. After her death, I continued because to stop would be to break a chain that connected me to her. Then, gradually, even that changed. I didn’t realize it at the time, but the reason I wrote was always changing. As I grew older, I wrote as proof of my existence. I write, there-fore I am.

I am. In each of us, there is something that, for better or worse, wants the world to know we existed. This is my story—my witness of myself and the greatest journey of my life. It began when I least expected it. At a time when I thought nothing could possibly go wrong.


CHAPTER

Two


The garden of Eden is an archetype for all who have lost, which is the whole of humanity. To have is to lose, as to live is to die. Still, I envy Adam. For though he lost Eden, he still had his Eve.

Alan Christoffersen’s diary



Before my world collapsed, I was a Seattle advertising executive, though, admittedly, that title rings a bit pretentious for someone who decorated his office with Aquaman figurines and Einstein posters. I was an ad guy. You could ask what got me into this line of business, but I really couldn’t tell you. It’s just something I always wanted to do. Maybe it was because I wanted to be Darrin on Bewitched. (I had a boyhood crush on Elizabeth Montgomery.) In 1998, I graduated from college in graphic design and landed a job before the ink on my diploma dried.

I thrived in the ad world and relished the life of a young rising star. A wunderkind. I won two ADDY’s my first year and four the next. Then, after three years of making my bosses rich, I followed the preferred path of ad agencies, law firms, and organized religion and split off to form my own company. I was only twenty-eight years old when they pressed the name of my agency in vinyl lettering on my office door.

MADGIC

Advertising and Graphic Design

The company grew from two employees to a dozen in just nine weeks, and I was making more money than a Barbra Streisand ticket scalper. One of my clients proclaimed me a poster boy for the American dream. After two years, I had all the accoutrements of material success: my own business, a Lexus sports coupe, European vacations, and a beautiful, $1.9 million home in Bridle Trails—an exclusive, wooded neighborhood just north of Bellevue with an equestrian park and riding trails instead of sidewalks.

And, to complete this picture of success, I had a wife I adored—a brunette beauty named McKale. Potential clients would ask me if I could sell their products, and I would show them a picture of McKale and say, “I got her to marry me,” and they would nod in astonishment and give me their business.

McKale was the love of my life and, literally, the girl next door. I met her when I had just turned nine, about four months after my mother died and my father moved us from Colorado to Arcadia, California.

It was late summer, and McKale was sitting alone in her front yard at a card table, selling Kool-Aid from a glass pitcher. She wore a short, above-the-knee skirt with pink cowboy boots. I asked her if I could help, and she looked me over for a moment then said, “No.”

I ran upstairs to my bedroom and drew her a large, poster board–sized sign:


Kold Kool-Ade

Just 10¢



(I thought the K on Kold was a nice touch.) I went back down and presented my creation. She liked my sign enough to let me sit next to her. I suppose that’s really why I got into advertising: to get the girl. We talked and drank Dixie cups of her black cherry elixir, which she still made me pay for. She was beautiful. She had perfect features: long, coffee-brown hair, freckles, and chocolate-syrup brown eyes that even an ad guy couldn’t over hype. We ended up spending a lot of time together that summer. Actually, every summer from then on.

Like me, McKale had no siblings. And she too had been through tough times. Her parents divorced about two months before we moved in. As she told the story, it wasn’t a usual divorce preceded by a lot of yelling and breaking of things. Her mother just up and left, leaving her alone with her father, Sam. McKale’s mind was always processing what had gone wrong though, at times, she seemed stuck, like when a computer locks up and you sit there watching the hourglass, waiting for something to happen. It’s a shame that humans don’t come with reset buttons.
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Our broken pieces fit together. We shared our deepest secrets, insecurities, fears, and, at times, our hearts. When I was ten, I started calling her Mickey. She liked that. It was the same year we built a tree house in her backyard. We spent a lot of time in it. We played board games, like Mouse Trap and Sorry, and we even had sleepovers. On her eleventh birthday, I found her there sitting in the corner, crying hysterically. When she could speak, she said, “How could she leave me? How could a mother just do that?” She wiped her eyes angrily.

I couldn’t answer her. I had wondered the same thing.

“You’re lucky your mother died,” she said.

I didn’t like that. “I’m lucky my mother died?”

Between sobs she said, “Your mother would have stayed if she could. My mother chose to leave me. She’s still out there somewhere. I wish she had died instead.”

I sat down next to her and put my arm around her. “I’ll never leave you.”

She laid her head on my shoulder. “I know.”

McKale was my guide to the female world. One time she wanted to kiss just to see what the big deal was. We kissed for about five minutes. I liked it. A lot. I’m not so sure she did because she never asked to do it again, so we didn’t.

That was the way it was with us. If McKale didn’t like something, we didn’t do it. I could never figure out why she always got to make the rules, but I always followed them. I eventually decided that’s just how things were.

She was very frank about growing up a girl. Sometimes I’d ask her things, and she’d say, “I don’t know. This is new to me too.”

When she was thirteen, I asked her why she didn’t have girlfriends.

She answered as if she’d given it a lot of thought. “I don’t like girls.”

“Why?”

“I don’t trust them.” Then she added, “I like horses.”

McKale went horseback riding just about every week. Every month or so, she invited me to come, but I always told her I was busy. The truth was that I was terrified of horses. Once, when I was seven, Dad, Mom, and I took a summer vacation to a dude ranch in Wyoming called Juanita Hot Springs. On our second day, we went on a horseback ride. My horse was a paint named Cherokee. I had never been on a horse before, so I held onto the leather saddle horn with one hand and the reins with the other, hating every moment of it. During the ride, some of the cowboys decided to race, and my horse decided to join them. When he bolted, I dropped the reins and clung to the horn, screaming for help. Fortunately, one of the cowboys turned back to rescue me, though he couldn’t hide his contempt for my “city boy” ways. All he said was, “I been riding since I was three.” Not surprisingly, I never shared McKale’s love of horses.
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Horses aside, we were almost always together, from elementary school through the awkward ages, including the middle-school years—the armpit of life. At the age of fifteen, McKale physically matured, and high school boys started buzzing around her house like yellow jackets at a barbecue. Of course, I noticed the change in her too, and it drove me crazy. You’re not supposed to have those kinds of feelings about your best friend.

I was purple with jealousy. I didn’t have a chance against those guys. They had mustaches. I had acne. They had muscle cars. I had a bus pass. I was remarkably uncool.

McKale’s father’s parenting style was best described as laissez-faire, and when he let her date in junior high, she could barely keep track of her own social schedule. After her dates she would come over to my house to debrief, which was a little like describing the buffet meal you just ate to a starving man. I remember after one of her dates she asked, “Why do men always want to possess you?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I replied, wanting to possess her more than anything in the world.

Her situation with boys was like a baseball game: someone was always up to bat, someone on deck, and a couple dozen guys waiting in the dugout, every one of them hoping to round the bases with my best friend. I felt more like a hot dog vendor in the stands than one of the players.

Sometimes she would ask my advice about a particular guy, and I would give her a remarkably self-serving answer, and she would just look at me with a funny expression. I was miserable. She once said that since I was her best friend, when she got married I’d have to be her bridesmaid, which meant I’d have to shave my legs, and how did I feel about chiffon? I don’t know if she was purposely torturing me or if it just came naturally.

At sixteen things changed. I had a growth spurt, and the opposite sex took a sudden interest in me. This had an interesting effect on McKale. While she had relished sharing every excruciating detail of her dates, she never wanted to hear about mine. She initiated a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. I remember one fall afternoon, two girls came over to see me while McKale and I were talking on the front porch of her house. They sidled over and joined us. One of them had a thing for me, and both were laying the flirt on pretty heavy. McKale stormed inside, slamming the door behind her.

“What’s her prob?” one of the girls asked.

“Jealous,” the other said. I remember feeling a warm rush of hope.

Still, if she had romantic feelings for me, she hid them well, and for the most part, I suffered in silence. And for good reason. McKale was my best friend, and there’s no better way to ruin a friendship than to declare your love to an unreceptive recipient. Fortunately I never had to.

One warm June day—it was my seventeenth birthday—we were on the hammock in her backyard, lying opposite each other, her tiny, bare feet next to my shoulder. We were gently rocking back and forth, arguing about where the Beatles would be if it weren’t for Yoko when she suddenly said, “You know we’re going to get married someday.”

I don’t know where this news came from—I just remember an impossibly large smile crossing my face. I tried to act cool. “You think?”

“I know.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you’re so madly in love with me you can’t stand it.”

It seemed pointless to deny it. “You noticed?”

“Yeah,” she said matter of factly. “Everyone notices. The mailman noticed.”

I felt stupid.

Her voice softened, “And the thing is . . . I feel the same way about you.”

She swung her legs over the side and sat up, bringing her face close to mine. I looked up at her, and she was staring at me with wet eyes. “You know I love you, don’t you? I could never live without you.”

I probably felt the same way a lottery winner feels when their number is read. At that moment, a friendship of seven years disappeared into something else. We kissed, and this time I could tell she liked it. It was to be the second greatest day of my life. Our wedding day was my first.
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There’s a problem with marrying up. You always worry that someday they’ll see through you and leave. Or, worse yet, someone better will come along and take her. In my case, it wasn’t someone. And it wasn’t something better.


CHAPTER

Three


The assumption of time is one of humanity’s greatest follies. We tell ourselves that there’s always tomorrow, when we can no more predict tomorrow than we can the weather. Procrastination is the thief of dreams.

Alan Christoffersen’s diary



McKale and I married young, though it didn’t seem young at the time. Probably because I felt I had been waiting my whole life and wanted to get on with it. We got an apartment in Pasadena, just three miles from where we grew up. McKale got a job as a legal secretary for a small-time lawyer, and I went to school at the Art Center College of Design, just a bus ride away from our home.

Those were good years. We had our arguments—all marriages require adjustments—but they never really lasted. How can you hurt a person you love more than yourself? It’s like punching yourself in the head. I got good at apologizing, though she usually beat me to it. Sometimes I suspected that we really just fought so we could have fun making up.

The thing we argued most about was children. McKale wanted to start a family right away. I was against the idea, and because logistics and finances seemed to be on my side, it was an argument I always won. “At least wait until I’m out of school,” I said.

As soon as I had graduated from college and landed my first steady job, McKale brought up the subject again, but again I told her that I wasn’t ready. I wanted to wait until life was more secure. What a fool I was.
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I worked at Conan Cross Advertising for about three years before I decided to hang out my own shingle in October of 2005. That same week, I started a city-wide billboard campaign to promote myself. The billboard read:

AL CHRISTOFFERSEN IS A MADMAN.

The board created a small stir locally, and I even got a call from a lawyer threatening to sue me on behalf of his client, with whom I shared the same name. After three weeks I made a few changes to the sign. It now read:

AL CHRISTOFFERSEN IS AN MADMAN

(Call Al for some sane advertising advice.)

The campaign won me another ADDY and brought in three very large clients. If I thought my previous employer ran a sweatshop, it was an afternoon tea party compared to being self-employed. I’d spend all day pitching and meeting with clients and most evenings producing the work. Several times a week, McKale brought dinner down to the office. We’d sit on the floor of my office and eat Chinese takeout and catch up on each other’s day.

As my agency grew, it became clear that I needed help. One day it walked into my office. Kyle Craig, a man with two first names, was a former rep for the local television station. I had purchased time on his station, and he had been following my agency’s meteoric rise. He made me an offer: for a salary and 15 percent of the company, he’d take over client relations and media buying so I could focus on marketing and advertising creation. It was exactly what I needed.

Kyle was well dressed, ambitious, and charming: a consummate salesman. He was the kind of guy who could talk a nun into the cigar-of-the-month club.

McKale didn’t really like Kyle. She didn’t trust him. She told me that the first time they met, he had flirted with her. I shrugged it off. “He just comes across that way,” I said. “He’s harmless.” Truth was, I liked Kyle. We were rogue ad guys—young, smarmy, slick-talking boys who worked hard and had fun doing it. Back then there was a lot of fun to be had.

One of those times was when the suits at the Seattle county commissioner’s office asked us to prepare an advertising proposal for their chronically un-hip county fair. The year before, there had been a gang-related shooting at the fair, and attendance and profits had fallen through the floor. They predicted that this year would be even worse. The director of county services heard we were good and invited us to pitch their account. I created a hilarious campaign with talking cows. (That was before California Cheese Association’s HAPPY COW campaigns. You could say I was into talking cows before talking cows were cool.)

Neither Kyle nor I had ever met the people we were pitching, and so, to break the ice, I thought we’d have some fun by presenting a prank billboard campaign. In the history of bad ideas, this was the equivalent of a concrete parachute. I failed to take into account that bureaucrats don’t have a sense of humor.

The temperature dropped a few degrees as the fair’s marketing committee entered our office. There were three of them, rigid and gray—so tightly wound I expected their heads to start spinning.

I didn’t know their names so I created my own for them: Hat Guy, Church Lady, and Captain High Pants. They sat at our conference room table and looked at me expectantly. I’ve attended funerals that were less solemn. Unwisely, I stuck to my plan and presented the first prank board.

Come to the fair,

The GANG’S all here

They stared at the sign in stunned disbelief.

“Gangs . . . ,” Church Lady squeaked.

“Here’s the next one,” I said. Kyle’s eyes were practically bulging.

Show your TRUE COLORS

attend the county fair

No one spoke for a moment, then Hat Guy said, “Colors? Like gang colors?”

Without answering him I revealed the next slide.

Have a KILLER Time

at the county fair

Their three, trout-like mouths simultaneously fell open, and Church Lady gasped. Captain High Pants looked down for a moment and adjusted his glasses. “I think we’ve come to the wrong place.”

Kyle jumped to his feet. “Hey, we’re just pulling your chain,” he said. “Having a little fun.”

“That’s right,” I said. “I just thought we’d lighten things up with a little humor.”

Captain High Pants looked at Kyle with the cold stare of an immigration officer. “This is your idea of humor?”

Kyle pointed at me. “Actually, it’s his idea of humor.”

“I don’t find it very amusing,” Church Lady said, standing.

They gathered their things and walked out of the room, leaving Kyle and me looking at each other in astonishment.

“That went well,” Kyle said.

“Think they’ll come back?” I asked.

“Nope.”

“Yeah, me neither,” I said.

“Bunch of cow-lovers,” Kyle said. “I hope the Crips stage a shoot-out in their hog exhibit this year.”

(Note: The agency they eventually selected produced the most boring campaign I’d ever seen, which fit them nicely: a television campaign with two old biddies who looked like Mayberry’s Aunt Bea, sipping iced tea and talking about the good ole days when the Fair came to town.)


CHAPTER

Four


Often the simplest of decisions carry the direst of consequences.

Alan Christoffersen’s diary



The beginning of the collapse came on a day like any other. The alarm went off at six, and I reached over and hit the snooze button. McKale nuzzled up to me, pressing her soft, warm body against mine. She began gently running her nails up and down my chest, one of my favorite things in the world. I exhaled in ecstasy. “Don’t stop.”

She kissed my neck. “What are you doing today?”

“Work.”

“Call in sick.”

“It’s our company. Who would I call in sick to?”

“You can call me. I’ll give you time off.”

“For good behavior?”

“No. You’re not good at all.”

I smiled and kissed her. Every morning I woke up amazed that this woman was still in my bed.

“I wish I could. But we’re pitching the Wathen account today.”

“Isn’t that why you have Kyle? Can’t he handle these things?”

“Not today. This is the big one I’ve been preparing for all month. I have to be there.”

“You’re no fun.”

“Someone’s got to pay the bills.”

Her expression changed. She lay back. “Speaking of which . . .”

I rolled over. “What?”

“I need more money.”

“Again?”

“I haven’t made the house payment yet.”

“For this month or last month?”

She grimaced. “. . . last month.”

“McKale.” I groaned in exasperation. “I got a call at the office last week from the leasing company. They said we missed the last two months’ payments.”

“I know. I’ll get to it. I hate handling the money. I’m no good at money.”

“You’re good at spending it.”

She frowned. “That was mean.”

I looked at her and my expression softened. “Sorry. You know you’re the reason I earn it.”

She leaned forward and kissed me. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I said. “I’ll have Steve transfer some money into your account.” I sat up. “We may be celebrating tonight. Or not. Either way let’s do something fun. We have the whole weekend.”

She got a big smile. “I have an idea.”

“What?”

“I’m not going to tell you.” She put her finger on my lips. “I guarantee you’ll never forget this weekend.”

Neither of us could have guessed how right she was.


CHAPTER

Five


Humans waste far too much time worrying about things that will never befall them. It’s my experience that the greatest tragedies are the ones that don’t even cross our minds—the events that blindside us on a Friday afternoon when we’re wondering how to spend our weekend.

Or when we’re in the middle of an advertising pitch.

Alan Christoffersen’s diary



I pulled into my private parking stall about twenty minutes after nine. Kyle was already in a bad mood. “Glad you could make it,” he said, as I walked into the office. I was used to this. Kyle was always uptight before a big presentation.

“Relax, Kyle,” I said calmly.

Falene walked in behind Kyle. “Good morning, Alan.”

“Morning, Falene.”

Falene was my girl Friday—a sleek, olive-skinned beauty of Greek descent whom Kyle had met on a model search and hired as our executive assistant and resident eye candy. Even her name (her mother had given birth the night she saw Bambi) was exotic.

“Relax?” Kyle said, his voice strained. “This is the Super Bowl. You don’t show up late on game day.”

I kept walking toward my office followed by Kyle and Falene. “Are they here yet?”

“No.”

“Then I’m not late.”

“Can I get you anything before the meeting?” Falene asked.

“How about a sedative for Kyle?” I said.

Falene smiled wryly. Even though Kyle had hired her, she had never been crazy about him. Lately the relationship seemed worse.

“I’ll meet you in the conference room,” Kyle grumbled.
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I understood why Kyle was so anxious. The client we were about to pitch was Wathen Development Company and the campaign was for an upscale housing development called The Bridge: a $200 million project, with 400 units, two clubhouses, and an 18-hole golf course. Their annual advertising budget exceeded $3 million.

Wathen, a brash, perennially tan forty-something developer, arrived about fifteen minutes later. He was flanked by his accountant, Stuart, and Abby, a British woman we’d never met and whose role was unclear. Kyle and I shook hands with them as they entered our office.

“What can we get you to drink?” Kyle asked.

“What have you got?”

“What’s on tap, Falene?” Kyle asked curtly. Falene glared at him, then turned to Wathen.

“Mr. Wathen,” she said, “we have . . .”

“Call me Phil.”

Falene smiled. “Okay, Phil. We have juice: cranberry, apple, pineapple, and orange. We have seltzers, vanilla and peach, and Coke, Diet Coke, Pepsi, Perrier . . .”

“They still make that Perrier?”

“I’m afraid so.”

He laughed. “I’ll have a cranberry juice. Could you mix a little pineapple in with that?”

“Certainly.”

“Abby,” Wathen said, “what’ll you have?”

“Nothing.”

“I’ll have a vanilla seltzer,” Stuart said.

“Very well,” Falene said. “I’ll be right back with your drinks.”

As Falene walked out, Kyle invited everyone into the conference room. As we were settling in around the table, something peculiar happened—something a little difficult to explain. I suddenly felt a sharp pain up my spine, followed by a powerful emotional flux, a bizarre feeling of oppression that seemed to press the very breath from me. At first I wondered if I was having a heart attack or a stroke, then an anxiety attack. Whatever it was, it passed as quickly as it came. No one seemed to notice that I was breathing heavy.

I had designed the conference room to showcase my myriad awards. The walls were textured with plaster then painted aubergine and covered with gold-framed advertising awards. The south wall had two crowded shelves that held our trophies. The awards on the east wall were concealed behind a screen that descended from the ceiling.

When everyone was situated around the table, I turned on the room’s projector, and the Wathen Development logo appeared on the screen.

Falene returned, careful to take the first drink to Wathen. “There you are, sir, I mean, Phil. Cranberry with a splash of pineapple. Anything else?”

“Just to be twenty again,” he said.

Abby rolled her eyes.

She distributed the rest of the drinks, including a Coke to Kyle, which, I noticed, she did without looking at him.

“All right,” Kyle said, “if it’s all right with you, Phil, we’ll begin.” Wathen nodded, and Kyle dimmed the lights with a hand remote. “Thank you for this opportunity. Our objective, as your future agency, is to create a campaign that will not only result in capacity occupancy of your new development, but a demand that will keep your real estate value strong and growing.

“Our campaign employs a multimedia approach that includes television, radio, newspaper, Internet, and outdoor advertising. We propose to launch the campaign with a fifty-billboard showing with the express purpose of creating name awareness. We’ll accomplish this with a three-phase outdoor message, the first to begin as soon as you’re ready to pull the trigger.” He pointed to me. “Al . . .”

I pressed a button on the remote to unveil the first billboard comp.

Bridge under construction

The board was yellow and black like a road hazard sign. Kyle and I simultaneously glanced at Wathen. He showed no emotion. His lack of response made Kyle visibly nervous. “It’s a teaser campaign,” Kyle said. “We’d run this with both a south and north exposure on I-5 and I-45 for two months.”

“It looks like a detour sign,” Abby said.

“Exactly,” I replied.

She continued. “But what if people think that some bridge is really under construction?”

“Actually, that’s our hope,” I replied. “These potential clients of yours drive past several hundred billboards every day. They’ve learned to tune all those signs out, but not the directional signs. As they discover they’ve been tricked, this will give them a relationship with your development. After thirty days, we unveil the second board.” I pressed a button.

Bridge opens July 16th

“This is when we begin the television and radio campaign,” Kyle said. “While up to this point the campaign image has been purposely austere, the campaign now begins to show a luxurious aspect: upscale, beautiful, chic, happy people enjoying the exclusive lifestyle and amenities of The Bridge. You’ll notice that the bright yellow of the first board has subtly changed to a tint more gold.”

“And then,” I said, “with the opening of Phase I, the final board.”

The Bridge is now open.

Cross over to Washington’s premier new Lifestyle

Wathen smiled and slightly nodded. Stuart leaned over to whisper something to Wathen, and Abby was also smiling.

Just then Falene opened the door. In a terse whisper she said my name, “Al.”

Kyle looked at her incredulously. She knew better than to interrupt at such a crucial moment. I gave her a quick headshake. She walked to my side and crouched down next to me. “Alan, it’s an emergency. McKale’s had an accident.”

“What kind of accident?” I said loud enough that everyone looked at me.

“Your neighbor’s on the line. She says it’s serious.”

I stood. “I’m sorry, my wife’s been in an accident. I need to take this call.”

“Go ahead and take it here,” Wathen said, motioning to the phone in the middle of the table.

Falene turned up the lights. I lifted the receiver and pushed down on the flashing button. “This is Al.”

“Alan this is your neighbor, Monnie Olsen. McKale’s been in an accident.”

My heart froze. “What kind of accident?”

“She was thrown from her horse.”

“How bad is she hurt?”

“She was rushed to Overland.”

Everything in my mind was swimming. “How bad is it? Tell me.”

She hesitated then suddenly began to cry. “They think she’s broken her back.” Her voice faltered. “She . . .” she stopped. “I’m sorry, she said she couldn’t feel anything below her waist. You need to get to Overland.”

“I’m on my way.” I hung up the phone.

“Is she okay?” Wathen asked.

“No. It’s bad. I’ve got to go.”

“I’ll finish up,” Kyle said.

As I left the room, Falene put her hand on my back. “What do you need?”

“Prayers. Lots of prayers.”

[image: images]

I sped to the hospital, oblivious to the world around me. The drive seemed endless, and the whole way there an adrenaline-fueled dialogue took place in my head—a battle between two polar forces. The first voice assured me that my neighbor was just panicked and everything was fine. Then another voice shouted, It’s worse than they’re saying. It’s bad beyond your worst nightmare.

By the time I reached the hospital I was nearly crazed with fear. I parked in a handicap zone outside the emergency entrance and ran inside and up to the first admittance window, where a middle-aged woman with thick glasses sat behind a glass partition. She was looking at her computer screen and didn’t notice me.

I tapped on the glass. “My wife’s in here,” I said frantically.

She looked up at me.

“McKale Christoffersen. I’m her husband.”

She typed the name into her computer. “Oh, yes. Just a minute.” She picked up her phone and dialed a number. She spoke softly to someone then hung up and turned back. “We have someone coming to speak with you. Have a seat, please.”

I sat down in a chair and covered my eyes with my hand and rocked back and forth. I don’t know how long I had been like that when I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up. It was our neighbors, Monnie and Tex Olsen. The moment I saw their stricken faces something burst inside me. I began sobbing. Monnie put her arms around me. “We’re so sorry.”

“Have you talked with the doctors?” Tex asked.

I shook my head. “They’re still with her.” I turned to Monnie, “Did you see it happen?”

She knelt down beside me and spoke quietly. “No, I found her just a few minutes after it happened. Her horse got spooked and threw her.”

“How was she?”

I wanted to hear comforting words, but she just shook her head. “Not good.”

It was another ten minutes before a young woman, boyish-faced with short hair, slacks, and a silk blouse with a plastic name tag hanging from a lanyard around her neck walked out of the double-doored ER into the waiting room. The woman behind the glass motioned to me, though I’m sure it was only for confirmation. It wasn’t hard to pick out the guy in distress. “Mr. Christoffersen?”

I stood. “Yes.”

“I’m Shelly Crandall. I’m a hospital social worker.”

They sent a social worker? I thought. “I want to see my wife.”

“I’m sorry, but the doctors are still working on her.”

“What’s going on?”

“Your wife has had a spinal fracture in her upper back. The doctors are stabilizing her.”

“Is she paralyzed?” The words sprang from my mouth.

She hesitated. “It’s too soon to say. In an injury like this there’s a lot of swelling, and that can affect the nerves. We usually wait seventy-two hours for an accurate prognosis of the damage to the spinal cord.”

“When can I see her?”

“It will still be a few hours. I promise, I’ll take you to her as soon as she’s out. I’m sorry, Mr. Christoffersen.”

I slumped back down in the chair. Monnie and her husband sat across from me, silent.

The wait was excruciating. Every minute that the clock ticked off seemed to steal hope with it. I listened anxiously to the overhead announcements about incoming traumas and patient emergencies, wondering if they were talking about McKale.
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Almost two hours after I arrived, the social worker led me back through the double doors of the ER. My first thought when I saw my wife was that there had been a mistake, and they’d taken me to the wrong room. McKale was vibrant and strong. The woman lying in the bed in a hospital gown looked tiny and fragile. Broken.

My McKale was broken. Her eyes were closed, and her hair was spread out on the pillow behind her. The bed was flanked by monitors. There was an IV running from her right arm. I was surprised to see there was still dirt on her face. McKale had fallen face-first from the horse, and in the emergency effort, no one had taken the time to clean her off.

My legs felt as if my body suddenly weighed a ton. I leaned against the bedrail as my eyes filled with tears. “Mickey . . .”

At the sound of my voice, McKale’s eyes fluttered, and she looked up at me.

I squeezed her hand. “I’m here.”

Tears filled her eyes. Her voice came softly. “I’m so sorry.”

I fought back my own tears. I needed to be strong for her. “What are you sorry for?”

“I ruined everything.”

“No, baby. You’re going to be okay. Everything’s going to be okay.”

She looked at me for a moment then closed her eyes. “No, it’s not.”
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The next twenty-four hours passed like a nightmare. McKale’s IV fed her a steady stream of morphine, and she dozed in and out of consciousness as I sat beside her. Once she woke and asked if this were a dream. How I wished I could have told her “yes.” Around eight, I went out of the room to make some calls.

My first call was to McKale’s father. He began to cry and promised he’d be out on the next available flight. Then I called my father. He was quiet when I told him. “I’m sorry, son. Do you need anything?”

“A miracle.”

“Wish I had one. Do you need me to come up?”

“No.”

“Okay.” He was perfectly fine with that. We both were. That’s just the way it was.

Later that night I got a call from Kyle. “How’s McKale?”

“Just a minute,” I said. I walked out of McKale’s room. “Her back’s broken. It’s bad. We just don’t know how bad yet.”

“But she’s not paralyzed . . .”

I hated that word. “We don’t know yet, but she can’t move her legs.”

He groaned. “There’s hope, isn’t there? Miracles happen every day.”

“That’s what we’re hoping for.”

We were both quiet for a long time. Then he said, “I called to tell you we got the Bridge account.”

It took a minute for what he said to register. I was astonished that what had completely dominated my thoughts for weeks before no longer owned space or importance. Had it been another day, we would have been celebrating with an expensive meal and a bottle of champagne at Canlis. That world already seemed like a distant memory. All I said was, “Oh.” I realized just how disconnected I’d suddenly become.

There was another long silence. Finally Kyle said, “Hey, don’t worry about a thing, I’ve got everything under control.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it. Did McKale get the flowers I sent?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“Give McKale my love. And don’t worry, I’ve got your back.”


CHAPTER

Six


Nothing is more excruciating than waiting for the jury’s verdict. Except, perhaps, hearing the jury’s verdict.

Alan Christoffersen’s diary



The next three days ticked by in a surreal limbo, my heart vacillating between hope and despair. The doctors echoed what the social worker had said—they wouldn’t know for certain the extent of the nerve damage for seventy-two hours. A lot can happen in seventy-two hours, I told myself. Maybe when the swelling decreased, she would get feeling and movement back.

She had to recover. McKale in bed, immobile, was about the most unnatural thing I could imagine.

The rest of my world ceased to exist. I stayed by McKale’s side, and at night I slept in a cot next to her bed, at least tried to, since the nurses seemed to come in every twenty minutes to check on something. I didn’t want her to wake and not have me there. McKale’s father, Sam, arrived Saturday afternoon, and for the first time I left her side and went home to shower and change my clothes. I was only gone for a couple of hours.

Monday morning I didn’t go home. It had been seventy-two hours since the accident, and the doctors had told us they were coming in the morning for her tests. Finally we were going to find out the extent of the damage. Sam arrived around ten. That morning none of us spoke of the tests. McKale talked to her father about his new home in Florida, then she asked me about work. I realized then that I hadn’t told her about the Bridge account.

“That’s good news,” she said.

Sam was more excited than both of us. “Well done, my boy. Well done.”

I feigned a smile. I had no real interest in it and spoke of it only to take our minds from weightier matters.

Around eleven thirty, three doctors entered the room. One of them carried a small vinyl satchel, another a clipboard. I recognized the female doctor from the day of the accident. She said to me, “I’m Dr. Hardman. You’re McKale’s husband?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And you’re her father?”

Sam nodded.

“I’m going to need you both to leave while we conduct these tests.”

I wanted to ask why but didn’t. I put a lot of faith in the doctors. I realized later that it wasn’t them I put faith in; it was my hope that she would be healed. Sam stepped away, and one of the doctors began pulling the curtains around the bed.

“May we stand outside and listen?” I asked, pointing to the other side of the curtain.

“Sure,” she said.

I leaned over and kissed McKale’s forehead. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

I parted the curtain and walked outside next to Sam.

“How are you, McKale?” Dr. Hardman asked.

McKale mumbled something.

“I’m sorry. We’re going to run some tests. They’re quite simple. They shouldn’t be painful.” There was some shuffling, and McKale moaned in pain as they rolled her over to get a look at her spine.

I heard a bag unzipping, and then one of the doctors said, “Dr. Schiffman will touch various parts of your body with this tool.” (After the procedure I saw the tool. It looked like a medieval torture device. It was shaped like a wheel, with pins radiating out from the center.) “We will run this along different parts of your body and then ask for a response. Are you ready?”

“Yes,” McKale said meekly.

Then I heard one of the doctors ask, “Can you feel this, McKale?”

“Yes.”

My heart thrilled. I wanted to high-five Sam, but he was just looking at the floor.

“Okay. Now we’ll try below your waist. Can you feel this?”

There was a long pause. McKale said, “No.”

“How about this?”

There was another pause. This time her voice was slightly strained. “No.”

My stomach twisted. C’mon, McKale.

“How about this?”

McKale started to cry. “No.”

I started silently praying. Please, God. Let her feel something.

“How about this?”

McKale was crying now. “No.”

Sam put his hand over his eyes.

“And this?”

“No. I can’t feel anything,” she shouted. “I can’t feel anything!”

I parted the curtain, but Dr. Hardman just shook her head at me. I stepped back.

“Now we’re going to test for deep nerve damage. Sometimes nerve damage is just on the surface, and patients retain feeling under their skin. I am going to insert this needle into your leg, and I need you to tell me if you feel anything.”

I kept waiting for something, but McKale didn’t make a sound.

I dropped down to a chair and held my head in my hands. I felt sick. She had no feeling. McKale was paralyzed.


CHAPTER

Seven


As a boy I heard this story in church. A man was patching a pitched roof of a tall building when he began sliding off. As he neared the edge of the roof he prayed, “Save me, Lord, and I’ll go to church every Sunday, I’ll give up drinking, I’ll be the best man this city has ever known.”

As he finished his prayer, a nail snagged onto his overalls and saved him. The man looked up to the sky and shouted, “Never mind, God. I took care of it myself.”

How true of us.

Alan Christoffersen’s diary



In spite of the permanent damage to her nerves, her spine still needed to be repaired and she had to go back in for surgery. We had to wait another 24 hours before the hospital was able to fit her in. Sam had to fly home that morning, so I was the only one at McKale’s side when they rolled her off to surgery. I waited tensely in the waiting room.

When the surgeon came out to give me an update, he had a large smile on his face. “That went very well. Even better than we expected. We were able to repair her spine without any major problems.”

His tone elevated me. “Does that mean she might walk again?”

His expression fell. “No. It just means that the bones of the spine are repaired.”

[image: images]

I’m told that there’s a universal pattern to grief and loss that everyone must pass through. The first three stages are denial, anger, and bargaining. I suppose I did them all at once. I promised God everything. I’d give all my money to the poor, spend my life building homes for the homeless, anything that might get His attention.

I even had a plan for God to make it happen. I would just wake like the whole thing had been a bad dream. No one would even have to know what had happened. But I never woke from this dream. God had other plans.


CHAPTER

Eight


We are such fools. We punish our friends and reward our enemies far more often than we are willing to believe.

Alan Christoffersen’s diary



Wednesday afternoon, Falene called. I didn’t really want to take her call but did anyway. She had already called several times over the last week and left messages that she urgently needed to talk to me. She was surprised to hear my voice. “Alan?”

“Hi, Falene.”

“How is McKale?”

“The damage to her nerves is permanent.”

Falene slightly gasped. When she spoke, there was emotion in her voice. “I’m so sorry.” After a few moments, she said, “What can I do?”

“There’s nothing anyone can do,” I said angrily. “If there were, we would have done it.” Falene was silent. After a moment I said, “I’m sorry. I’m not doing well.”

“I understand.”

“What did you need to talk to me about?”

She hesitated. “It can wait,” she said. “Things will work out. Give McKale my love.”

I puzzled over her comment but pushed it aside. “All right, we’ll talk later.”

Kyle called later that evening. “How is McKale?”

“She’s paralyzed.”

Kyle was quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry, man. I wish there was something I could do.”

I sniffed. “Yeah.”

“I met with Wathen this morning. He asked how you’re doing.”

“Tell him thank you. And thank you for the flowers.”

“Will do. He wanted to know when they could see some final graphics, so I put Ralph on it. Also, you have the studio scheduled for Tuesday’s Coiffeur shoot. Have you selected a model?”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “No. I scheduled a model search for Thursday.”

“Thursday, as in tomorrow?”

I had no idea what day it was. “Sorry. Can you handle that?”

“I’m always up for a model search.”

I exhaled. “I’m sorry to drop all this on you, Kyle. I just can’t go back to that world.”

“You don’t need to worry about a thing. I’ll take care of everyone. By the way, has Falene called recently?”

“This afternoon.”

He paused. “What did she say?”

“Not much. She just asked how McKale was.”

“Oh?” He sounded surprised. “Good. That’s good. Well, I better let you go. Give McKale my love.”

“Thank you, Kyle.”

“My pleasure.”


CHAPTER

Nine


The more someone assures you that everything is okay, the more you can be assured that it’s not.

Alan Christoffersen’s diary



The next day McKale was released from the ICU and transferred to the rehabilitation wing of the hospital. I spent the next three weeks at McKale’s side. I stayed until she fell asleep every night. One night I was so exhausted, I started to leave before she was asleep, and she begged me to stay. She was afraid, and she clung to me like a man clings to a limb at the edge of a waterfall. Maybe for the same reason.

I hated rehabilitation. I hated the name of the place. It was false advertising. Nothing was being rehabilitated. I don’t think it was meant to do anything other than get McKale used to a life in a wheelchair, which proved more difficult than we hoped since she lacked the upper body strength to do much of what was required.

In addition to the physical therapy there was “emotional support” as well. A slew of counselors spewed out more promises than a late-night infomercial. You can do anything, mountains just lift us higher, you can live a normal life, your life can be just as full as it was before, rah, rah, rah.

McKale called it a “sorry excuse for a pep rally.”

She wasn’t buying any of it.

[image: images]

Those first weeks after the accident, the only calls I received from the office, outside of those from Kyle and Falene, were repeated calls from two of my clients, Wathen and Coiffeur. Every time they called, I texted Kyle and asked him to take care of them. I just couldn’t live in two worlds. Still, as much as I appreciated Kyle’s covering for me, I knew it couldn’t go on much longer.

By the end of the third week, as I made arrangements to bring McKale home, I began to prepare myself mentally to return to work. I called Kyle for an update on our accounts and was surprised when he didn’t answer his cell phone. This went on for the next three days. By the end of the week, I wondered if he’d lost his phone. Friday afternoon I called Tawna, our receptionist, to find out where he was.

“Madgic, Falene speaking.”

“What are you doing answering the phones?” I asked. “Where’s Tawna?”

“She’s gone.”

“She left early?”

“No, she quit. Everyone’s quit except me.”

She might as well have been speaking Chinese for all the sense it made to me. “Quit? What are you talking about?”

“Kyle and Ralph started their own company. They took everyone with them.”

I was stunned. “Kyle and Ralph left?”

“He and Ralph started their own agency. Craig/Jordan Advertising.”

“What about our clients?”

“They’ve taken them all. Kyle told them Madgic was going under,” she said angrily. “I did the best I could to save them. I convinced Wathen and Claudia at Coiffeur to call you first, but they said you wouldn’t return their calls.”

“We lost them all?”

“Every one.”

I rubbed my face with my hand. “I can’t believe it.”

“I don’t want to believe it. Tell me what to do.”

My head felt as if it would explode. “I don’t know, Falene. Just hang tight. McKale comes home Saturday. We’ll get together Monday morning and strategize. How are we for money?”

“I called Steve about payroll. He said we’re about out.”

“That can’t be. We should have received everyone’s monthly retainers.”

“I just know what he told me.”

“Kyle,” I said, thinking aloud. “He must have had them pay him their retainers.”

“Can’t you sue him?”

“He won’t get away with this.”

Falene sighed. “I’m sorry, Al. I know you didn’t need this on top of everything else.”

“We’ll weather this, Falene. We’ll talk Monday and make a plan.”

Her voice calmed. “Okay. Give McKale my love.”

“Falene.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for not leaving.”

“You’re welcome. Besides, there’s not enough money in the world to make me work for that creep.”
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