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Toxic

Inspired by a true story

Rick R. Reed


For all the readers who work with me to bring these characters, these places, and these stories to life.

 


 

“Your love is lethal for my soul.

“It makes my heart break a little each time.

“I know you are not good for me.

“Then, why can’t I erase you from my mind?”

― Sabina Yesmin, “The Toxic Love” 

 

“Handling toxic people is not an art, they will be the victim of their own toxicity.”

― PS Jagadeesh Kumar 

 

“Was looking for honey, found poison instead.”

― Shivangi Dhawan


Prologue

After

 

HE STANDS BY her bed, holding her hand. Deep in his heart, he clings to the belief that despite her being unconscious she’s aware of his presence, his healing love, his gratitude at the sacrifice she’s made for him. 

She’s hooked up to machines with beeping monitors displaying ever-changing data about her heart, her respiration, pulse—but none that can broadcast her soul, which is, and has always been, kind. Kind is the word he’s always thought of when his daughter, with her red hair and sunny smile, appeared in his mind. She’s always put others first, even when it harmed her.

This last thought causes the ball in his throat to expand, constricting. Tears rise in his eyes, spill over.

“You knew. You always knew. I should have listened.”

He squeezes her hand, trying to impart warmth, life force. “I didn’t hear you—that’s on me. After all, I’m supposed to be the parent and you the child. Those roles should never be reversed.”

He lets go to sit in the blue vinyl-covered chair next to the bed. Sunlight filters in through the half-drawn drapes on the other side of them. In the rays, he watches, distracted, dust motes dancing in the air. He listens as a cart rolls down the hall outside, one wheel squeaky. Voices, a man and a woman, laughing and chattering. 

Despite his heart’s ache and his daughter’s silence, he envies these people and even these dust motes. They exist in an ordinary world, where it’s simply business as usual.

He wonders if business as usual will ever apply again.

His head lolls back and, for only a moment or two, blessed sleep—oblivion—comes to him. In just those few seconds, he dreams of Miranda as a child, running along the beach at Discovery Park, toward the red-and-white lighthouse poised at the edge of the rocky and driftwood-strewn beach. Once in a while, they’d find a seal lounging at the edge of the water. It must be summer because the sun beats down, the sky nearly cloudless. The air is warm, lifting her red curls as she races ahead of him, dodging the white-tipped waves that move restlessly back and forth at her bare feet. She wears a pair of denim cut-offs and a cropped polka-dot top, red and white. “Honey, wait up!” he calls.

But it’s as though she can’t hear.

And then she’s too far ahead, beyond the reach of his voice.

The sky darkens in an instant. The waves go from peaceful rhythm to turmoil, to danger, to chaos. They rise up, crashing against the shore, restless, hungry to erode, destroy.

He loses complete sight of Miranda as she disappears behind the lighthouse.

The sky darkens even more, like deepest night.

In the lighthouse tower, a bright white beam, rotating, comes on to battle the dark and cloud-choked sky. Its illumination blinds him, and he calls out helplessly, “Miranda!” He extends hands into air now chilled with freezing wind. The drops are stinging needles, icy.

He jolts and wakes to someone staring at him. 

“Will she be okay?”

“Oh my god,” he whispers, gazing up.

It’s Steve, his ex, the man he once loved. Almost twenty years together and too progressive, they thought, for marriage. “A piece of paper doesn’t define us,” they’d once sworn when marriage became legal in Washington State. “What defines us is family, commitment, love.”

Happy words that all went to shit when Steve left him just before the horror that landed them here, in this hospital in Seattle’s Capitol Hill neighborhood. Happy words that morphed into ugly lies when Steve found that a piece of paper did matter, rapidly getting engaged to his new love right before Christmas last year.

Now, as he peers at Steve hovering alone in the doorway, a paper-wrapped bouquet of daisies in one hand, he’s filled with a winsome love. Despite the affection, all he sees right now is a man desperate to stay young—the dyed too-black hair, the gym rat physique, the smooth face, too unlined for a man nearing fifty. The Abercrombie & Fitch hoodie and distressed jeans. Mutton dressed as lamb comes to mind and, for the first time since the attacks happened, Connor smiles. He wants to laugh, but fears laughter will quickly ratchet up to hysteria.

Steve interprets the smile as one of welcome and reassurance. Or maybe he can now read the mind behind the opinion and knows that, beneath Connor’s unspoken criticism, real love remains.

Ah, go ahead. Enjoy your illusions. You never were able to recognize what was real. Even as he has the cruel thought, he recognizes another just behind it. But none of that matters now, does it?

“Will she?” he prompts.

“Will she what?” Connor rubs his eyes and sits up straighter. He glances over at Miranda and takes her hand again, squeezes. He remembers what Steve asked and nods.

“She’ll be okay,” he tells Steve, not because he knows it’s true, but because if he doesn’t believe it himself, he isn’t sure how he’ll carry on. Not only is his daughter’s life on the line, his own sense of duty and care are in jeopardy as well.

If only I had heeded her warnings, right from the very first moment the man calling himself Trey Goodall stepped into our lives…

Steve breathes a sigh of relief. He takes a couple tentative steps into the room, almost as though he’s waiting for an invitation.

Don’t hold your breath, dear. But it’s a free country.

All at once, without seeming to move, Steve is beside Miranda’s bed. He briefly touches her cheek. The concern on his face causes Connor’s heart to soften. Begrudgingly, he admits to himself that Steve was once her daddy too. And he reminds himself that wherever he and Steve are today, however betrayed Connor felt, his ex was once a component of their lives, integral—family.

Steve and Miranda will always love each other. Their bond is family, unbreakable.

Connor stands and gives Steve an awkward hug, dropping his hands before Steve has much of a chance to return it. He feels cold, different somehow, his body lighter as though made up of bird bones and tissue.

“She’s gotta be okay. This was all my fault.”

Steve shakes his head and, in Steve’s eyes, Connor sees something he thought had left their relationship completely—compassion. “That’s not true and you know it.”

“No. It is. I should have listened to her. She told me the first time she met Trey that she didn’t like him, that there was something off about him.”

“Ah, if we all only had the gift of 20/20 hindsight. But we don’t. Quit beating yourself up.”

Connor tries to smile, to show some gratitude and knows he fails. 

With Steve, Connor falls into a prolonged silence, staring down at Miranda. Her head is swathed in bandages, a gauze turban. Her forehead, so recently smooth and unlined, now bears a jagged gash, stitched up. Yet she looks peaceful, serene. 

Connor knows that right now peace is the one thing that’s impossible.

Suddenly, Steve’s presence feels like an irritant, annoying. Connor fears if he doesn’t get him away he’ll say something he might regret. He doesn’t know if Miranda can hear them or not, but if there’s the slightest chance she can, he doesn’t want her to witness family discord. Not now. Her life depends on it.

“I need to be alone with her, okay?” Connor reaches down and takes the flowers from Steve’s hand. “I’ll find a vase and put these in water.” He glances down at them again and sees not daisies, but a piece of jagged driftwood and seaweed.

He blinks and the bouquet morphs into a dozen pink sweetheart roses.

He tries again for a smile, but he’s lost the capacity. He’s sure what he wants to be a smile is more of a grimace. “When she wakes up—and she will—I know these will cheer her up. Roses are her favorite.” 

Steve grins. “I remembered.”

Sure you did. Irises are Miranda’s favorite. And weren’t these a bunch of daisies?

Connor closes his eyes. And then opens them as he jolts awake.

He’s alone with Miranda once more. There’s no trace of Steve. At first, he surmises Steve must have slipped soundlessly from the room. And then he remembers… 

The horror.

Steve wasn’t here.

In spite of the knowledge, he gropes for the bouquet on the bedside table. But there’s nothing there but a plastic cup with a straw and a decanter of water. He bends down to hold his daughter. He strokes her hair, her cheek, as he did when she was a little girl.

There’s no one else in the world he’d rather hold.

When she does awaken, he knows she’ll ask, “Where is he? What happened to him?” and he’s not sure how he’ll tell her.

The time may come sooner than he hoped. Miranda stirs a bit and her eyelids flutter.


Part One


Chapter One

“I KNOW WHO you are and I saw what you did.”

The voice on the phone was tinged with acid, yet came out a little shaky and short of breath.

Despite the fear and acrimony in the voice, Trey Goodall hoped that the caller, a man named Jimmy Dale, was making a feeble joke, a lame reference to an old black-and-white thriller from the ’60s. Trey wasn’t ready for his game to be over.

“That’s funny, Jim. Did you watch that movie when you were a kid too? Back in the days of black-and-white TVs and Chiller Theater?”

“I’m not trying to be funny, Trey.” Jimmy halted, obviously frustrated. A slow grin creased Trey’s features. Jimmy sucked in air, obviously holding a sob in check.

There’s something delicious about when they cry.

Despite the delight in Jimmy’s pain, Trey feared it might come to this. This one, he knew, was too smart to stay in the dark for long. Sooner or later, Trey always got found out. He had a trail of broken hearts—and shattered bank accounts—behind him to prove it. Still, later was better because he could usually walk away with a little something in his pocket.

“Then what are you trying to be, dollface?”

“Oh, please save the terms of endearment—”

Trey interrupted. “Another movie reference! Bravo. When do I get a chance to play?”

His question, predictably, was answered with silence on the other end. Trey pressed the phone closer to his ear, listening for further telltale signs of tears, of trauma, of despair. Not that his aim was to instigate any of those emotions, but Trey was like a dog—any attention was good.

Finally, Jimmy spoke. “I don’t want to see or hear from you ever again.”

“Aw, you’re breaking my heart here.” Trey threw open the door to his motel room on Aurora Avenue. Outside, in the waning purple-gray light of dusk, a couple fought, seemingly to the death, in the litter-strewn parking lot. The woman had bleached blonde hair, a handful of which her companion had clutched in one hand. She wore an old flannel shirt, the sleeves cut off. It had come open and her dirty bra showed. The guy was a brute, big and hairy, and obviously had never learned how to treat a lady.

A kid of about eighteen, at most, sat on the curb in front of a parked rusted-out SUV. He was wearing a hoodie, ripped jeans, and a pair of work boots. His head was shaved and this, combined with his whitish pallor and skin-and-bones physique, made him look like a concentration camp survivor. A rheumy, bloodshot gaze moved dully over to Trey. The kid made a lame attempt to hide the meth pipe in his hand.

Trey slammed the door. He deserved better than this sordid dump. He should have been living in a luxury condo downtown overlooking Puget Sound, or maybe a house on Bainbridge Island with expansive mountain and water views.

Instead, here he was on Seattle’s Aurora Avenue, in one of a cluster of rundown motels where the clientele consisted of addicts, prostitutes, and those seeking to party with a capital T in one of the rooms.

He didn’t deserve enduring the chance of bedbugs or crabs. He didn’t like living amid cigarette-burned carpets and mold and hair decorating the bathroom fixtures.

“Stop.” Jimmy sucked in some more air. The guy’s gonna need an asthma inhaler soon. But Trey supposed he was trying to gain a measure of control. Jimmy was wounded, and of course he wanted to hide it, but he couldn’t. “Your heart can’t be breaking because you haven’t got one to break.”

“Ouch.” Trey chuckled, as though to demonstrate the insult was simply water off a duck’s back.

But it wasn’t.

Trey would never let on, but the reference cut like a knife to his very real heart, which was a broken thing.

In his mind, a vision arose. Trey chased it away as quickly as it appeared—but there it was: a vision of his mom, back in Trey’s old hometown of Wellsville, Ohio, burning him with her cigarette and laughing as Trey tried to be brave, tried desperately not to scream or wince because he knew if he showed his pain, his fear, it would only make things worse. Now it was his turn to try to buck up, be brave. “Things not working out the way you expected?”

There was no mirth in Jimmy’s laugh. Trey wanted to ask which was better—bitter laughter or abject tears. But he kept quiet and waited. He’d been through this before. Caught. Discarded.

There was always another sucker in the wings.

“What I expected…” Jimmy trailed off and started again. “What I expected was maybe a relationship. I’m forty-seven years old, Trey. I’ve spent my whole life pushing love away so I could build my career. Now I have a thriving law practice and make more money than I really know what to do with. But you know all that. You knew all that, I figure, before we even met, when you were researching me. I know you don’t have it in you to feel compassion or empathy, but all the money and success in the world doesn’t change the fact that I come home every night to a professionally decorated condominium in the clouds. Alone. Wishing I’d spent more time seeking love instead of that almighty dollar.” He drew in a breath that sounded like a shudder. “Ah, what do you care? You wanted my money. You’re not alone, but you were greedier and sneakier than most.”

Jimmy stopped and Trey listened again for some sign. Would it be worth it to try to save things? Maybe woo Jimmy with the old lines—this was all a misunderstanding. I really love you, man. I started off with bad intentions, but then you caught me. Can we start over? Sometimes crap like that worked. Trey was smart enough, and experienced enough, to know it wouldn’t here.

It’s too late, baby.

“Was any of it true?” Jimmy wondered.

Trey was getting bored. He had no use for this man with whom he’d shared so many recent days and nights. He was worthless now that he’d exposed Trey for who he really was. What Jimmy didn’t know, and didn’t need to know, was that what he’d discovered about Trey was only the tip of the iceberg.

It’s time to move on. 

Trey glanced in the mirror over the bathroom sink and nodded approvingly. He still had it. Pushing fifty, but looking at least a decade younger, he was gorgeous. Black wavy hair, ice-blue eyes, full lips, a body taut and packed with muscle. He could always dazzle, and all the magic hadn’t escaped.

There’d be someone else. 

And with that someone else, he might hit that elusive jackpot.

The laptop was already open on the desk. And there were eleven new messages.

For once, Trey might as well tell the truth. “No, kid. None of it was true. You’re pathetic. Weak. I feel sorry for you, more than anything else.” He said the words casually, as though they were discussing the weather or how the Seahawks were faring this season. “You’re a fool. A fool for love.” Trey chuckled.

And that broke Jimmy. He began to sob harder now, the grief confirmed and kicking its way to the surface.

Trey listened as the sobbing grew in volume and agony. This is a drag, a bore. He stared longingly at the door, wishing this would be over. How long did he have to listen anyway? Just to be polite? He cut to the quick. “You’ve been played,” Trey said softly. “Get over it.”

He hung up. The computer’s glow reminded him that it was time to find someone else. The right one. A chime alerted him he had yet another message.

But there would be time to attend to that in the morning. Time also for reading. He glanced down at his nightstand. A mystery novel, Cookie Cutter by Alfred Knox, lay there in its mass market paperback edition. It had a stark white cover with only an illustration of a heart-shaped cookie cutter which dripped blood into the crimson title. Below it, a stack of old magazines with articles about Knox, who lived only a few miles south.

Right now, though, Trey needed a little oblivion. He crossed the room and opened the door. The kid with the meth pipe still sat out there on the curb. He didn’t even bother to hide his glass pipe now.

Trey cast his most winning smile. “Wanna come inside?” He opened the door wider, stepping back and confidently waiting as the kid stood.

 

JIMMY STARED DOWN at the iPhone, not believing he’d been so casually hung up on, and so much worse, cruelly tossed aside. As though he was no one, never mind the fact that he’d spent about every night with Trey Goodall for the past three months. He’d been naïve and foolish to believe he was finally, finally going to have a real relationship. They’d talked of love, of living together, even of marriage one day. Jimmy had gobbled it all up, thanking his lucky stars he’d found such a handsome and charismatic guy with whom to share not only his bed and his table, but his life.

He’d been floating in a bubble, high in the sky. Bubbles have the most awful tendency to burst though.

As one does in the twenty-first century, they’d met online. The wooing was so fast it nearly took Jimmy’s breath away. He’d assumed he was too old, too fat, too bald, to warrant such adoration and attention, especially from a man who was model good-looking. The next few months were a whirlwind of dinners out at places like Canlis, Sushi Kashiba, Altura, and Le Gourmand. There were weekends in Vancouver, or Whidbey Island, or holed up at the nearby Four Seasons, ordering in room service and massages. There were gifts—so many gifts—clothes, watches, sunglasses, even a new MacBook Pro when Trey said his old Acer had died.

And many, many loans. Fifty here, a thousand there, it all added up. Fool.

Of course, Jimmy had paid for everything and had the credit card receipts to prove it. Thanks to Trey, he would be digging himself out of debt for a long time to come. He hadn’t thought anything of spoiling Trey. Why would he? He’d thought they were a forever couple. What did it matter? Now he felt like some stupid lovestruck teenager with more money than sense.

Except now, after Trey had gotten to him, he had a lot less money.

Jimmy moved to his balcony to overlook the lights of the city and the black expanse of Elliott Bay. Every light in every window mocked him, each one representing a normal life, lives free of betrayal and heartache.

He’d reached the end of his rope. He was a dupe, a mark, a loser—someone who’d never find love. He wasn’t even deserving of it.

His track record proved it, over and over. Since his college days, every guy he’d seen for more than a few dates had been a disappointment. There were cheaters, druggies, and alcoholics, drop-dead gorgeous ones who were also drop-dead boring, liars, and even one who dumped him, when Jimmy thought things were going so well, via text message.

Inside, he felt as black as the watery abyss that stretched out before him.

Was it time to end it all?

As things with Trey began to deteriorate, and if Jimmy was honest, that deterioration had started much earlier than he had consciously realized because he was in denial, forgiving Trey when he caught him in a lie, or digging deep in his pocket to pay for an evening out because Trey forgot his wallet. Jimmy blinded himself to the late-night texts Trey would receive.

The evidence had all been there, and he chose to look away. Who was it who said when someone shows you who they are, believe them?

Maybe he got what he deserved.

Jimmy stepped back and plopped down on one of the Adirondack chairs he had on the balcony, shivering in the cold wind. He felt numb, the tears all having been shed.

It would be easier, he thought, to simply give up, to stop trying. His future looked bleak. All of his tomorrows held the promise of more of the same: work, TV, tossing and turning through the night. He was getting old, and even the potential for finding love grew less plausible with each passing day.

Loneliness and despair loomed in front of him like some twisted and dirty yellow brick road, one that led to the witch’s tower instead of Emerald City.

Why not take the easy way out? With each passing day, his options became fewer, his hope diminished.

After all, who would mourn his passing? His parents, once back in Wisconsin, were both dead, his dad in 1999 from a heart attack and his mom in 2007 from cancer. His only sibling, an evangelical Christian brother named Gus, never spoke to him anymore since he didn’t agree with Jimmy’s lifestyle.

Gus’s kids had been indoctrinated fully against him and wanted nothing to do with him. Coworkers? There were a few who would care, especially Myra Ghent, his assistant, but he knew that within a month or so life would go on in the office, and he’d be scarcely a memory.

What was the point?

Jimmy had wrestled with depression before, so this contemplation of suicide wasn’t new. He’d pondered, at life’s lowest and blackest points, how to do it. Jimmy had always been a romantic. It was exactly this quality that led to despair. Yet he never learned. Still, when he thought about taking that final step, he’d always thought of a romantic way. He used to think pills would be a good choice with soft lighting and opera playing in the background. But then he’d learned how pills often failed, and the results could be vomiting, nausea, and worse. 

Simple was always best. A quick slit of the wrists with a sharp razor might sting for a moment, but if you were submerged in a warm bath, you might not experience too much pain before your eyelids fluttered shut one last time. Couple that with flickering candles strategically placed and perhaps “Un bel di Vedremo” from Madama Butterfly queued up on his Bluetooth player.

Perhaps a white ship would appear to him to take him away. On the other side, Mom and Dad would wait. His boyhood beagle, Corky, would rush to him, tail wagging.

Jimmy opened the drawer beneath his bathroom sink, pawing through expired prescriptions, Band-aids, facial masks, toothpaste, and more detritus until he found what he was seeking—a new razor blade, still sheathed in cardboard. He’d bought a pack once upon a time when he needed one to scrape some goo off a vase he’d bought at Crate and Barrel. He held it up to the light, thinking it was strange how something so innocent could be so deadly, his guide to another world, an afterlife, if one even existed.

At this point, Jimmy didn’t much care.

He sat at the edge of the clawfoot tub he’d prized so much when he remodeled his main bathroom and turned the taps, adjusting the stream so it was barely below too hot. He stood and watched as the water rose, steaming.

He took the blade out of its sheathing and set it on the side of his tub. Next to it, he placed a Jo Malone candle with an orange bitters scent. He found a box of matches from Revel and lit the candle.

Now, all he needed was music. He switched on the Bluetooth speaker he kept in the bath and picked up his phone.

Wait. Should he write a note? Blame Trey? He shook his head as the idea rose and quickly vanished from his mind. Who would care? And what difference did it make, really, when he’d be dead soon?

He brought up Spotify on the iPhone and was going to search for opera playlists or perhaps Maria Callas when a thought, completely unexpected and unbidden, came to him.

He’d grown up next door to a family of Baptists and he’d often attend Sunday services with them because he had a secret crush on their adopted son, Keith, but he always remembered one Sunday when there was an a capella solo of the old standard, “Amazing Grace.”

“Maybe just one more time,” Jimmy said aloud, hitting the search icon in the app. He typed in the gospel favorite and one of the first results was LeAnne Rimes’s version.

He sat down on the edge of the tub again and hit the screen to start the song playing.

And, oh my Lord, what beauty came forth. A crystal clear voice, completely without—nor needing—accompaniment, emerged from the Bose speaker. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say this was the voice of an angel. That voice, more than the words, reached deep into his soul and brought back his tears.

But now they were different tears, because this gorgeous rendition reminded him of how beautiful and sustaining life could be. The melody, so simple, wrapped around his heart and held it gently in a warm embrace. And the lyrics? The line that really got to him, that seemed to be reaching out and speaking only to him, was the one about grace leading Jimmy home.

On his knees, he listened to the entire song, weeping like a child. These were not tears of loss or sadness, but of release, and of recognizing it was not too late.

When the song was over, he wrapped the razor thickly in toilet paper and tossed it in the trash.

He drained the tub, blew out his candle, stopped Spotify from playing anything else. He retreated into his bedroom, threw back the duvet, and climbed into bed.

He knew he’d sleep.

And come morning? Well, who knew what the world might bring?


Chapter Two

MIRANDA RYMAN WATCHED her dad from the door to his study. She’d stopped by his Seattle condo in east Queen Anne this evening because it was getting close to Christmas. She was worried.

Her dad had lost too much in his forty-odd years. First, the wife who’d been Miranda’s mother when her dad had finally accepted who he was, only a few years into the marriage and while Miranda was still a baby. And then, just this past Thanksgiving, his world shattered when the man he’d spent close to two decades with walked out. Steve Marsden had been a second dad to Miranda, sharing in all the joys and heartaches of her childhood and teenage years with them, a true part of the family.

Her dad had thought they were forever. She and he both believed the family was beyond such mundane concerns as breakup or even serious discord. They were much too happy. They were safe.

Miranda couldn’t imagine either of them with anyone else. Two peas in a pod, she’d always called them. Their affection was so pure and intense, Miranda had believed it could never burn out.

But it did.

All one Thanksgiving night, after the turkey and trimmings were consumed, the platinum-rimmed china hand-washed, the rest of it loaded into the dishwasher. The smell of sage, turkey, mushrooms, and pumpkin pie still lingered in the air when Steve announced that he was heading out.

“Okay,” her dad had said, head cocked and eyebrows together in confusion. This was the time they’d normally sit down in front of the TV and watch an old movie, something like Double Indemnity, Now, Voyager, or Stella Dallas. “When will you be back?”

Miranda remembered thinking maybe he was just headed down to the corner, where there was a little convenience store run by a Korean couple. But it wouldn’t be open this late nor on a holiday.

“I won’t,” Steve had said, tears standing in his eyes. He stood frozen for a moment, as though he couldn’t recall how to move, and then stepped to the front hall closet and, from its floor, pulled his battered leather duffel. “I’ll come back after the weekend and get the rest of my stuff.”

Both Miranda and her dad had been too stunned to say anything. Literally. The words simply weren’t there. Not yet. 

Steve’s story was an old one, so tired as to be trite. Still, it shocked Miranda. Worse, it ripped her father’s heart in half.

Through a gay volleyball league Steve had joined the previous summer, he’d met the man he said he couldn’t live without. No, his new love wasn’t younger. In fact, he was in his early sixties. No, it wasn’t because Steve didn’t love Miranda and, even more importantly, her father. 

He’d simply fallen, quite unexpectedly, head over heels in love with someone else. He hadn’t been looking. And he hated that he was hurting them both, but this passion was too intense not to follow.

He hoped he could stay in their lives. “We will always be close,” he’d told Miranda, tears glimmering in his eyes, the last time she saw him.

Miranda still wasn’t ready to forgive. She simply had trouble believing that someone in a committed relationship could fall in love outside that pairing unless he was open to it. Her father tried to put on a brave face, but Miranda had held him as he’d sobbed. She’d comforted her father the following week when Steve packed his clothes, books, cooking items, and CD collection and left behind a gaping hole in the fabric of her dad’s life.

How could something that seemed so lasting, so permanent, be over so quickly? If Miranda felt shock, and she did, she couldn’t imagine the sting and numbness her dad must be enduring.

In the few weeks since packing up his stuff, he’d never called, texted, or emailed. Not once. He’d certainly never stopped by their condo on Dexter Avenue. So much for “wanting to stay” in their lives.

She couldn’t stop aching for her dad, who was her hero, her one constant in an often chaotic and turbulent life.

So, she’d been glad when, earlier this week, her father invited her to dinner. “I’ll make your favorite—Impossible meat loaf, mashed potatoes and gravy, creamed lima beans, and Parker House rolls.” Miranda suspected he was preparing his own comfort-food dinner, but she made the appropriate grateful noises about the meal and said she’d be delighted to join him. She suspected Dad had been living off cans of soup and frozen pizza since Steve’s abrupt departure.

And she’d been even more delighted when her father confessed. “I have an ulterior motive for having you over, Miranda.”

“Oh, what’s that?”

He’d grinned at her through the magic of Facetime and said, “I think I’m ready to get back out there. You fall off the saddle and get back on, right?”

“I don’t know, Dad. It’s only been a couple, three weeks. Are you sure?” One word echoed in her mind: rebound. Her father knew Steve was with someone else. How could he not? Steve had plastered his Facebook page with pics of himself and Rory, in the bloom of their new love, all around Seattle, looking exactly like what they were—blissful lovers in the bloom of passion. It must be sickening, Miranda thought, for her dad to see them.

Miranda had assumed at the time maybe Dad had met someone. He was only a couple miles away from the Capitol Hill neighborhood and its abundance of gay bars. She guessed that he’d ventured out and met a man. After all, weren’t bars where gay guys used to meet? Hook up? Back in the day…

But Dad had surprised her.

“Oh, I don’t know how sure I am, but what can it hurt to put myself out there online? Nothing ventured…”

“Online?” Miranda asked with alarm, her stomach lurching when she imagined her daddy on some of the raunchier hookup sites she was aware of, even in her limited experience.

“Sure. It’s how the kids meet these days, isn’t it?” 

Miranda remembered her father’s cautiously optimistic face on her iPhone screen. The fact that he’d been off the market for the better part of two decades wasn’t lost on her.

“I could use a little help navigating, you know. Getting my feet wet, creating a profile, stuff like that. I figured you might be a little more fluent in this stuff.” He chuckled. “I feel ancient.”

She had no idea why he’d think that, but she was happy to see him turn this corner.

And now, she stood watching him, a bowl of Ben & Jerry’s Cherry Garcia in each of her hands, as he worked at creating a profile on the most harmless site Miranda could find—wingpeople.com.

She moved into the office and set down a bowl on the edge of the desk for Dad before settling herself on the love seat. Here, she could observe him at his iMac and provide support and maybe direction as needed—and indulge in her own ice cream.

Her father turned and scooted back so Miranda could see the screen.

“That was fast.” She swallowed the ice cream in her mouth so quickly that a sharp pain bloomed behind her eyes. She breathed slowly, closing her eyes for a couple moments as the pain dissolved.

When she looked again, she smiled. “That’s not bad at all.”

In the time it had taken her to wash dinner dishes and grab the bowls of ice cream, her father had gone ahead and created his online profile. She shouldn’t have been surprised he was so quick, so slick. He was, after all, a bestselling author of what the New York Times called “cozy mysteries with an edge.” His series of books, revolving around the sleuthing abilities of a librarian named Juanita Parham and her sassy, perpetually yapping chihuahua, Boots, had been a staple of the bestseller lists for nearly two decades. Miranda, only to herself, wondered why. The books were cute, had no depth, were easily solved, and oh-so-corny. Each topped out at about one hundred and thirty pages. But readers ate them up and begged for more. There was even a Hulu series in the works with Margo Martindale as Juanita. The chihuahua was yet to be cast, but word on the street was that the competition and back-biting was fierce in LA.

So, that her father was adept in writing a little marketing copy about himself should come as no surprise, she reasoned. 

She set down her empty bowl on the hardwood floor and leaned a little closer to the screen so she could give her critique. 

He’d used his headshot from his last book cover and Miranda was glad. For the most recent book, he’d updated his portrait, using a swanky downtown photographer who’d bathed him in gorgeous light and shadow, with the result in high-contrast black and white.

He’d been using the same headshot for the past twenty mysteries—and it had been taken in the early ’90s.

Her dad had aged well. There was no need for him to use a dated pic. She was particularly glad he’d chosen this recent photograph for the dating site. She knew it wasn’t uncommon for people to grab old pics that displayed them in their best light, even if that light had faded fifteen years ago. 

There he was, the distinguished Connor Ryman, his salt-and-pepper hair a little windblown, standing at the edge of Gas Works Park on Lake Union. The park was in view from all their condo windows. It afforded a stunning view of Seattle’s skyline, including the iconic Space Needle, across the water. Her father leaned against a rail near the water and smiled at the photographer. He wore a black fleece jacket and white button-down shirt. His blocky black glasses gave him an air of sexy intellectual nerdiness. The salt-and-pepper hair blowing back from his face revealed a countenance that was still youthful and handsome. Miranda, while prejudiced, thought her father could safely lie about his age as so many did when creating these profiles.

But he didn’t.

That wasn’t Dad.

He kept things simple. There was the one photo (there was an option for more, but she doubted Dad would make use of that) and beneath it, a headline that asked:

What’s your story?

Clever. A tie-in to his writing. If Dad didn’t use a pen name (Alfred Knox), she would have urged him to use one on here. He was famous, but not in a way that his face was immediately recognizable, like an actor or something. He could wander around Whole Foods without being hit up for an autograph.

She thought about what he’d written beneath the query, and that’s when it hit her. She shook her head. “Oh no, Dad. You can’t use that.”

“Why not? Why reinvent the wheel?”

“It might draw in a stalker, and I don’t think that’s what you’re going for.”

Her father, who’d always been a little lazy (“I make six figures a year; why should I work more than an hour a day? I meet my deadlines.”) had simply cut and pasted his author bio from his latest book. It detailed his publishing history, translations, film rights, awards, and ended that he lived in Seattle.

Miranda stood up. “Get up!”

Her father cocked his head. 

Miranda motioned impatiently. “Get up! Let me at that keyboard.”

He chuckled and sighed. They traded places.

She highlighted the author bio paragraph and hit Delete. Her fingers poised over the keyboard, she said, “You don’t want to intimidate people. You don’t want to attract the wrong ones, right? What you want to do is come across as someone who’s a catch, because you are, but someone approachable. Check your fame. Just keep it simple. Bear in mind, what do you have to offer that guy out there that you hope to meet?”

She began keying in the profile paragraph.

 

Great-looking mature gentleman seeks a like-minded soul to explore restaurants, theater, and hikes in the Cascades with. Most comfortable in jeans and T-shirts. Loves to laugh. Has a good sense of humor. Family man, not looking for casual hookups, but the possibility of something…more. Tell me your story and I’ll tell you mine. We can write our own story from there.

 

Dad hovered at her shoulder, reading when she was done. “It’s not that good,” he said laughing. “Kind of cornball.”

“You don’t want it to be slick, Daddy. You want guys to feel free to chat with you. Sure, you could write it so it sounded like a marketing expert wrote it, but that wouldn’t do the trick. Trust me—this, with your handsome pic and your stats, is all you need. They’ll come runnin’.”

“Sure. They’ll be beating down the door to get to this ‘mature gentleman.’ Don’t you know that the gay world is rife with ageism? Thirty is over the hill. I’m ancient in gay years.”

“And you know that how?” Growing up with two gay dads, Miranda was very comfortable herself in the gay bars of Capitol Hill, and she knew firsthand that, yes, ageism did exist in the bars, but no more than what she saw when she ventured out to her own straight bars. A good-looking man was a good-looking man, period. Her dad’s kindness, wit, compassion, and sense of adventure would charm anyone; she was sure. “Ever heard of DILFs?” She waved her hand as her stomach lurched. “No, no. Forget I asked that. Just trust me on this, Daddy. You’ll get responses…and maybe even some good ones. What have you got to lose?”

“Oh, my dear, I hope that question doesn’t come back to haunt me.”

“You always told me, ‘Leap and the net will appear.’ This is no different. The worst is you end up going back to the drawing board. And then we can try another approach, another site. Whatever.”

“I guess.”

She met his gaze. And she was surprised to see a mix of terror and sadness on his face. His hand rested on her shoulder, and she reached back to cover it with her own. “We don’t have to do this, you know. There’s always time. Maybe wait until after the holidays?”

“Actually, there isn’t time. You say that because you’re a kid in college. To you, there’s all the time in the world. I’m not getting any younger.” Her father leaned over her and hit Return to send his profile.

A pop-up appeared. Your profile has been successfully created.

He grinned. “If I didn’t do it fast, I never would have done it. I would have second-guessed myself to death.”

“Okay, then.” Miranda laughed.

The screen was now populated with thumbnail portraits of dozens of local gay men. Good Lord, what have I done? Miranda got up from the computer. “I should be getting home. I have a paper to write.” She nodded at his laptop screen. “Check things out. Have fun. Be careful.”

“I’ll keep you posted on what happens.”

She planted a little peck on his cheek. “You do that.”

“I won’t expect a miracle.” He laughed. “I am so over the hill.”

“Are not. You’ll be surprised.” She pointed to the monitor. “This right here could change your life. You never know what could happen.”

“You never know.”

She turned and looked back at her dad, who’d sat back down at the computer, scrolling through the rows of pictures. She could see, though, that he did it with a kind of resignation, rather than anticipation.

She wondered if maybe he wasn’t rushing things, if she should have done more to dissuade him from this idea.

“Bye, Daddy. I’ll call you.”

He waved over his shoulder. “Talk soon.”

Miranda left him in his office and went into the living room. She gathered up her coat from the back of the couch and put it on. She moved to the floor-to-ceiling windows and sliders that overlooked Lake Union. She watched as a seaplane landed on its dark waters.

She stared for a while, trying to convince herself that her last glimpse of her father wasn’t a face filled with yearning and sadness.


Chapter Three

IT WAS JUST after New Year’s when Connor called Miranda to tell his daughter the news. He was disappointed when she didn’t pick up but figured she was in class or studying at the library. Maybe she was even working on that novel she talked about, yet refused to show him.
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