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CHAPTER 1



Leon Spector had dead written all over him, not the kind where they put you in a box, say a few words and toss the earth back over you, not the ashes-to-ashes kind of dead, but the kind that lets the world know that whatever the battle was, you lost, the kind that says that sometime, a long time ago, you were beaten into the ground by circumstances beyond your control. I didn’t know what those circumstances were in Leon’s case, but on a particularly sunny afternoon at the Washington Square Park dog run the month I turned forty and my pit bull, Dashiell, turned five, Leon apparently planned to tell me.

He met me as I was closing the inner gate, a wide, multicolored camera strap slung around his neck, his Leica hanging low on his chest. I’d seen him at the run before, not with a dog but with his camera, and I’d seen him taking pictures on other occasions as well, the opening of the new park along the river, the annual outdoor art show, the gay pride parade. Someone said he was a freelance photographer. Someone else said he was working on a book. Until that afternoon, that was all I knew about Leon, but not why he carried not only a camera everywhere he went but also the weight of the world. You could see it pulling him toward the ground, as if the gravity under Leon was working overtime.

“I’ve been looking all over for you,” he said as I bent to unhook Dashiell’s leash. “I couldn’t call you because…”

I looked up. Leon stopped and fiddled with the strap of his camera.

“Because I’m not listed?” I asked.

Leon shook his head. “I never got that far,” he said. “The person who told me about you, who said what I needed was a private investigator and that’s what you…” He stopped and shrugged. “It is, isn’t it?”

I nodded.

Leon nodded back. “She just said she’d seen you here and that your dog wore a red collar with his name on it and that you had,” he made a spiral with his left pointer, “long, curly hair. She didn’t know your last name.”

I didn’t know his last name either, at least not yet, but I didn’t say so. Leon didn’t look in the mood for small talk.

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

Instead of answering me, Leon put the camera up to his face and looked through the viewfinder. I wondered if he had a deadline of some sort or if he was just one of those people who talked better if he was doing something else at the same time.

I heard the shutter click and looked in the direction Leon’s camera was pointing. There was a little girl of about nine or ten sitting alone on a bench, watching the dogs. She was wearing dark glasses and a shirt that looked three sizes too big. Next to her, on the bench, there was a small see-through plastic purse the shape of a lunch pail, with something colorful inside, but I was too far away to make out what it was.

I waited. Sometimes, doing something else or not, I let the other guy do the talking, see what comes out before adding my own two cents.


“I need you to find my wife,” he said.

I guess that explained the sagging shoulders, the hangdog look. He’d been a good-looking man once, you could see that. But now he looked faded, used up, worn out. You could feel the effort it took for him to form sentences, as if he could barely muster the energy to speak.

“It’s not for me,” he said. “It’s for my daughter. She’s in trouble and she needs her mother.”

Dashiell was busy digging a hole in the far corner of the run, a hole I’d have to fill in before I left. I turned to look at Leon now to see if his face might tell me what his words hadn’t. But Leon’s face wasn’t talking either.

“Where is her mother?”

“That’s the whole point. I don’t know, not since she walked out on me and Madison.”

I took out a small notepad and a pencil. I wrote down, “Madison.”

“Divorced you?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Nothing so…” He scratched at the dirt with the sole of his shoe. “Nothing as clear as that.”

“Missing, you mean?”

Leon nodded. “I do,” he said. “Every day.”

I nodded. I knew what it was like to miss someone who was gone. I figured, one way or another, just about everyone did. But Leon had a bad case of it, not only being abandoned, but being abandoned with a kid.

“Come on,” I said, “let’s sit down.”

We walked over to the closest bench.

“No clue as to why she left,” I asked, “or where she went?”

“You ever notice the way things look one way but they’re not, they’re another?”

“How did you think things were?”

“Permanent,” he said.


I felt that little stab that sometimes comes along with an unexpected truth, simply stated.

Leon lifted the camera to his face again. But this time I didn’t hear the shutter click. I wrote down, “How long is wife missing? How old is Madison?”

“After the initial shock of it, the police investigation, all of that,” he moved the camera away from his face and turned to look at me, “everything just a dead end, I managed okay.” He tilted his head left, then right, as if he were arguing with himself. “At least that’s what I thought. Not perfect. Far from perfect. But okay. Considering.” He shrugged. “But now.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how to handle this.”

If his daughter was pregnant, I wondered if there might be some female relative who could help. Or a neighbor they were close to. Was this just an excuse to try to find his missing wife again? I was about to ask when Leon started talking again. Perhaps he was finally on a roll.

“She went out one night and never came back,” he said, covering his face with the camera. He was pointing it at the southern end of the run where a Weimaraner had dropped his ball into the water bucket and was trying to fish it out with his front paws, but I had the feeling Leon wasn’t actually looking through the lens this time.

“Your wife?”

Leon moved the camera away and nodded. He hadn’t taken a picture this time either. “Just like that,” he said. “Went for a walk. Didn’t take a thing with her.”

“No money, no passport, not even a change of clothes?”

“Just a change of heart, I guess. And Roy.”

“That was the man she ran off with?” I asked quietly, sympathetically, finally getting it.

Leon shook his head. “That I could understand, if that’s what she had done.”

“But it wasn’t, is that what you’re saying?” Wanting to shake him by now. “Spit it out, Leon. I’m going to be a member of AARP before you get to the point.”

“Roy was the dog,” he said.

“The dog?”

Leon nodded, though it was sort of a rhetorical question. “See, what I don’t get is that Sally never wanted him in the first place. She said, ‘No matter what you say now, Leon, I’m going to be the one taking care of it. I already have more than I can handle with the kid, going to school at night and you, Leon. What the hell do I need a dog for?’” Leon shrugged again. “Guess I was the one who needed a dog. Guess that’s what she was saying. So I said I’d take care of him. I figured that would take care of the problem, you know what I mean?”

“But it didn’t?”

“One night she says, ‘I think Roy needs a walk. I think he needs to go.’ So I get up to take him out, but she flaps her hand at me, picks up the leash and walks out the door. That was the last time I saw either one of them.” He scratched the side of his nose with his thumb. “I guess she was the one who had to go, not Roy.”

“The police…”

He shook his head.

“What about Roy? Did he…” I stopped to consider how to word what I wanted to say. But was there anything I could say that Leon hadn’t thought of a thousand times over? “Did he ever turn up?” I asked.

Leon shook his head again. For a while, we just sat there. Leon didn’t say anything and neither did I.

“That’s why I was looking for you,” he finally said, “to ask if you could find her for us.”

“How long has she been gone?”

“Five years, two months, eleven days.” He looked at his watch but didn’t report back to me.


“That long?”

Leon nodded.

“Without a word?”

He nodded again.

“How do you know she’s still alive?”

“I don’t,” he said.

“There was no credit card activity that night? Or afterwards?”

“She didn’t have it with her.” He shrugged. “She’d just gone out to walk Roy.”

“Did she have a driver’s license?”

“We didn’t have a car.” As if that answered the question.

“What about social security payments made under her name? Did the police follow up on that?” I asked, thinking she could have a new name, a new social security card, a new life.

Or not.

“They didn’t come up with anything,” he said. “No sign of…”

I nodded.

He was probably in his forties, but he could have easily passed for sixty, the hair sticking out from under his baseball cap a steely gray, his skin the color of honeysuckle, that yellowish white that looks great on a plant and really lousy on a person. But it was mostly his eyes that made him look so old, his sad, dead eyes.

“Look, someone gone that long,” I shook my head from side to side, “Leon, if your daughter’s pregnant and that’s, that’s a problem, there are only a few choices that can be made. Why go through all this…”

“Pregnant? Wouldn’t that be…” For a moment I thought he was going to laugh, but then he looked as if he was about to cry. “Madison’s not pregnant,” he said. “She’s suspected of murder.”


“Murder?” Why was he talking to me? His daughter didn’t need her mother, she needed a good lawyer.

“They say she killed her doctor in a fit of rage. She gets them sometimes.”

“Fits of rage?”

Leon nodded.

“And did she?”

Leon looked shocked. Then his old, sad eyes looked even older and sadder. “I don’t think so.”

“But you don’t know?”

Leon shook his head.

“Did you ask her?”

“I did.”

“Well, what did she say?”

“She didn’t say anything. Madison doesn’t speak. She stopped talking three days after her mother disappeared.” He glanced around the run, as if to assess whether anyone might be listening, but there wasn’t a soul near enough, and besides, a Jack Russell had spotted a squirrel on a branch and was barking his fool head off. “I was hoping if you could find Sally for us,” he whispered, “maybe Madison would start to talk again. Maybe she’d say what happened that day instead of letting people who weren’t there say what was in her heart and what she did.”

“Does she respond at all? Does she write things down? Does she nod for yes, shake her head for no?”

“Sometimes she draws pictures, but even then, you can’t always know for sure what she’s thinking. There was a picture on the doctor’s desk, a heart with a scraggly line going into it.”

“Stabbing it?”

“It could look that way.”

“And was she angry with her doctor?”

Leon nodded. “She has these tics and he was treating her with Botox, to paralyze the muscles so that she’d…”


“Look more normal?”

“‘Pass for normal’ is what he said. Can you imagine saying that to a patient? To a kid?”

Pass for normal, I thought. Isn’t that what we all tried to do?

“But the last shot he gave her, he screwed up.” Leon looked straight at me. “He said it would go away, that it would wear off, but meanwhile it made one eyelid droop and she was really freaked out by it.”

“So was the picture an expression of her anger, maybe a threat, is that what the thinking is?”

He nodded. “She was his last patient of the afternoon. The receptionist was there when Madison showed up but not when she left. When she went back to the office, she found him, Dr. Bechman, dead.”

“Stabbed in the heart?”

“With the Botox injection that Madison had refused.”

That did it for me. No way could I turn down the case now.

“Alexander,” I said. “It’s Rachel Alexander.” I gave him a card with my landline and my cell phone numbers.

It took him a while to find his card. It was in the third pocket he checked. I explained my fees and the advance I required. I said there might be some expenses in a case like this and that he’d have to cover those, too. And finally I told him I couldn’t guarantee I’d find Sally after all these years, that there was only the slimmest chance of that, but if he still wanted me to try, I would. He said he did.

As for Madison, I hoped there’d be some other way to prove her innocence, if she was innocent, because even if I found her mother and even if the kid started talking again, told the cops what happened on that terrible day, said the blame wasn’t hers, who says anyone would believe her?

Leon and I shook hands. Looking at his sad face, I wasn’t sure who needed Sally more, the husband or the daughter. And I had no idea at the time what I was committing myself to and how it would change my life.

“So the receptionist found the doctor when she got to work in the morning?” I asked, wondering why no one had called earlier to say he hadn’t arrived home. “That must have been a shock.”

“It wasn’t in the morning. She went back that night.”

“Why would she do that?”

Leon shrugged.

“You think maybe his wife called the receptionist—if he had a wife?”

“He did. He kept her picture on the desk. They all do that for some reason.”

“So maybe she called the receptionist at home to ask where he was, if there was some meeting or conference or business dinner he’d neglected to mention?” Why call 911, I thought, when it might just be miscommunication, or a lack of communication?

“I wasn’t told why she went back, just that she did.”

“And the doctor was there, dead?”

“That’s correct.”

“What about Madison? Was she there?”

“No. Madison was at home. She came home right after her appointment.”

“And did she seem upset?”

Leon didn’t answer my question.

“Were you there when she arrived home, Leon?”

“What I say to you, what you say to me, it’s confidential, right?”

“It is as far as I’m concerned.”

He nodded. “Well, then,” he said, “I wasn’t at home when she got there, at least not right at that exact moment. I got home about an hour later.”


“How do you know she was home an hour if she doesn’t speak, if she doesn’t communicate with you?”

“She always came straight home from…” Leon stopped and looked at me.

“So when you got home that day, did she seem upset? Was anything different, anything off?”

Leon shrugged.

“Not that you noticed?”

“No.”

“And when did the police show up?”

“Late. After Madison had gone to bed.”

“Were you asleep as well?”

“No.”

“And when they came, they told you what had happened?”

“Yes.”

“And they showed you the drawing?”

“No. They described it to me.”

“And what else did they say?”

“That no one else was there, just Madison and Dr. Bechman. And then they said that the receptionist had gone back and that she’d found him.”

“But they didn’t tell you why? They didn’t say she’d been called, nothing like that?”

“I never thought about it, about why she went back. They were saying that Madison was the only one there and that Dr. Bechman was dead. That’s what was on my mind.”

“What else did they say?” Wondering if they’d gone beyond implying to accusing.

“One detective said they’d been told that Madison had a history of violence and that she’d been very angry at Dr. Bechman for the perceived harm he’d done to her. Can you imagine? ‘The perceived harm.’ Then the second detective, he said they were told the doctor had ruined her eye. You see how it was going?”


I nodded, wondering what the cops thought about Leon that night, first his wife had gone missing and now this, the man getting agitated just telling me about it.

“What happened next?” I asked him.

Leon rubbed the back of his neck, looking away, looking anywhere but at me.

“Leon? I’m on your side. Speak up.”

“I kind of…I got angry. She’s my daughter and…”

“So you said what?”

“That they should be ashamed of themselves implying that a child with a disability had committed murder.”

“Good. That’s good you said that. And what was their…?”

“I was yelling—well, yelling softly, if you know what I mean. I didn’t want to wake Madison. But they remained calm. Cool. It was almost spooky. They asked if I was there. You know how they do that? They knew I wasn’t. Trying to trip me up, to make me out to be a liar, the way they did when Sally disappeared.” Leon’s lips tight for a moment, his hands balled into fists. “I told them I hadn’t been there. So then they asked what time Madison got home.” He stopped again, looking at me, then looking away.

“Confidential, Leon, straight down the line.”

“I said she’d come straight home, that she was home by five forty-five. Then they asked if she’d been upset when she’d gotten home, if anything was out of the ordinary, and I said no,” talking faster now, “that she was fine, that she did her homework before dinner, watched TV afterwards, went to bed on time, everything as usual.”

“But you weren’t home.”

“No, I wasn’t.” Looking me in the eye now, letting me know he’d do anything to protect his kid.

“And where were you?”

“In the darkroom. It’s in the basement of the building where we live. So technically…”


“Yeah, I get it. Technically you were at home, just not in the apartment.”

He nodded. “So I wasn’t seen out,” he said. “So no one could say they saw me elsewhere.”

“Meaning no one could tell the police you weren’t at home?”

“Right.”

“Not even Madison.”

Leon blinked. “That’s right.”

“But?”

“They’re not finished with this. With her. That’s why I need your help.”

I nodded. I was sure he was right but I didn’t say so. Why tell him something he already knew, that the police probably knew he was lying and that there were other issues working against him, the question of a missing wife, a daughter’s rage.

“Had Madison ever been violent?” I asked.

Leon struggled with what to say, his brow furrowed, his eyes pinched. He licked his lips, too, letting me know his mouth was dry. There was water at the run for the dogs but none for the people. I waited. I had the feeling his face was telling me more than his words would.

“She’s been destructive,” he finally said. “She’s been out of control on occasion.”

“What do you mean by ‘out of control’?”

“Breaking things. Ripping up mail. Kicking furniture. She scratched me a few times. Once she broke the dishes.”

“All of them?”

“It was cheap stuff. It didn’t matter.”

“I see. Leon, is it unusual for Madison to go to the doctor herself, for you not to go with her?”

“She…” He stopped to think. He seemed to be a cautious man, always concerned he might be choosing a less than perfect word. “She’s very independent,” he said, nodding.

“Independent?”

“She likes to do things on her own. By herself. She doesn’t respond well to…”

“Suggestions?”

Leon smiled but his eyes stayed sad. “Yeah. You could say that.”

“You’re saying she’s difficult?”

“She’s had a difficult time.”

“What about medication? Is she on anything, besides the Botox injections, any kind of tranquilizer or antianxiety medication?” Thinking just about everyone was on something nowadays, thinking that some medications had really serious side effects, some made patients psychotic, thinking if she did do it, maybe it wasn’t her fault. But how would we know what she did or didn’t do if she wasn’t talking?

“She’s not on anything. There wasn’t anything that could help her, not without terrible side effects. That’s why the Botox seemed like the way to go. Dr. Bechman talked about it as if it would be a miracle, as if it would…”

Okay, I thought, not medication. Maybe Leon was right. Maybe there was only one thing to do.

“Got any pictures?” I asked.

“Of Madison?”

“No. Of Sally.”

“Just the one.”

“What one is that?” I asked.

“The one Madison didn’t rip up after Sally disappeared.”

“Why not that one?”

“She didn’t know about it. It’s the one in her high school yearbook, those pictures they take of everyone in the graduating class.”

My own looked more like a mug shot than the marking of a milestone and I doubted I still had it. Did the existence of her high school yearbook mean Sally was a saver? And if so, might there be other things she held on to that could help me find her? In which case I’d need a more recent picture because I wasn’t all that sure I’d be able to recognize a woman in her forties from a thumbnail shot of her at seventeen.

“What about negatives?” I asked.

Leon turned away. I let it go for the moment. Something about him made my heart grow heavy. It wasn’t only what he was saying, it was something about Leon himself.

“I’d like to meet Madison, too. Would that be possible?”

Leon didn’t answer me again. He got up and headed for the gate. When he got there, he motioned for me to come, a man of few words, a man of gestures and images. I held up one hand and went over to the hole Dashiell had made in the far corner of the run, shoving the dirt back in with the side of my shoe, then tamping it down. When I headed for the gate, a woman came in carrying two pugs, and the little girl who had been sitting on the bench diagonally across from where we were standing left. I could see what was in her purse now. There was a plastic palm tree, a leaf of lettuce and a live turtle.

I caught up with Leon, and we headed toward the closest exit, Leon stopping once to take a picture of a drug deal in progress, the buyer and seller sitting on the wall behind the chess players.

“Where are we going?” I said.

“You’ll need that picture, won’t you?” He began to walk again, then remembered his manners and turned around. “Madison,” he said to the little girl with the purse who was walking in the dirt next to one side of the path, “this is Rachel. She’s going to help us try to find Sally.”

Madison looked my way. The oversize shirt was the kind a repairman might wear. Or a soda jerk. The name Tito was embroidered over the chest pocket in navy to match the collar and the trim on the short sleeves, sleeves that came down past her elbows. I walked over to the side of the path and held out my hand. “Hi, Madison,” I said, “I’m pleased to meet you.”

She lifted her free hand but not to take mine. She was reaching for her sunglasses, taking hold of them, sliding them off. The eyelid over her right eye drooped badly. The other moved quickly from left to right a few times and then stopped. Standing in front of her, Madison just staring at me, I had the same experience I sometimes got before I became a private investigator, when I used to train dogs for a living. I was suddenly privy to information that seemed to come from another creature without benefit of words. Back then, and now, it always made me want to run for cover. Have a good look, Madison seemed to be telling me, at why my mother left in the first place.

Dashiell took a step forward and put his face up to the plastic purse, his tail slapping against my leg. Madison ignored him. She put her glasses back on, turned and walked after Leon, who was already leaving the park. For a moment, I just stood there watching them, the father looking in one direction, the kid in another, the empty space between them, space where Sally could have walked were Sally here. They stopped at the corner to wait for the light to change, then crossed the street and headed down the block, neither one turning back to see if I was with them. I tapped my leg to let Dashiell know we were going and hurried to catch up.
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