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CHANCE


Chance is a dark story about psychiatric mystery, sexual obsession, fractured identities, and terrifyingly realistic violence – a tale told amid the back streets of California’s Bay Area, far from the cleansing breezes of the ocean. This is California noir, this is Kem Nunn country. It’s not pretty, it’s not sweet, but it is compelling and unforgettable.


The antihero of this book, Dr Eldon Chance, a neuropsychiatrist, is a man primed for spectacular ruin. Into Dr Chance’s blighted life walks Jaclyn Blackstone, the abused, attractive wife of an Oakland homicide detective, a violent and jealous man. Jaclyn appears to be suffering from a dissociative identity disorder. In time, Chance will fall into bed with her – or is it with her alter ego, the voracious and volatile Jackie Black? The not-so-good doctor, despite his professional training, isn’t quite sure and soon finds himself up against her husband, Raymond, a formidable and dangerous adversary.


Meanwhile, Chance also meets a young man named D, a self-styled, streetwise philosopher skilled in the art of the blade. It is around this trio of unique and dangerous individuals that long-guarded secrets begin to unravel, obsessions grow, and the doctor’s carefully arranged life comes to the brink of implosion.
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Kem Nunn is a third-generation Californian whose previous novels include The Dogs of Winter, Pomona Queen, Unassigned Territory, and Tapping the Source, which was made in to the film Point Break. Tijuana Straits won the Los Angeles Times Book Award. He lives in Southern California, where he also writes screenplays for television and film.









Praise for Kem Nunn’s Chance


‘Chance takes place in the twilit world of noir, where people and things are never what they seem… for all the mayhem in Chance, its conclusion is delicately funny’ – The New York Times Book Review


‘Sentence by sentence Nunn achieves a muscular eloquence – I almost wrote elegance – unusual in what at first appears to be a genre novel. There hasn’t been fiction this good about a San Francisco medical professional gone off the rails over a woman since Frank Norris’s deluded dentist in the 1899 novel McTeague’ – Alan Cheuse, San Francisco Chronicle


‘Is it too much to compare Kem Nunn to Raymond Chandler?… like Chandler, Nunn’s great subject is what lies beneath the surface, the desolation that infuses us at every turn… The power of this disturbing and provocative novel is that it leaves us unmoored among the signposts of a morally ambiguous universe in which, even after we have finished reading, it is uncertain who has been feeding whom’ – Los Angeles Times


‘The book could be considered a pulp masterpiece. It has everything from a femme fatale to a dystopian setting where the California sun is blotted out by a black-ash fog from wildfires burning around the Bay. Chance is the kind of everyman whose bad choices are noir staples. But calling it pulp would undersell the sheer genius of the writing, which uses the convention of mystery-thrillers to create a psychological allegory of Freud’s construct, id, ego, and superego at war with themselves’ – The Arizona Republic


‘Lives spin out of control and rattle like pinballs through the greedy, self-destructive, violent backdrop of this American life’ – Los Angeles Magazine


‘Brilliant and cerebral psychological thriller’ – Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘Kem Nunn’s suspenseful and sinewy thriller demonstrates the mastery of psychological insight and cool observation his readers have learned to rely upon. Nunn’s characters range from pathological multiple personalities to a police detective bent more ways from sundown, all of them dangerous characters who would never for a moment let their professional or personal corruption interfere with murder, especially if it concerns an affair of the heart. That Dr Eldon Chance, the tormented hero attempting to make his way through the chambered psyches of these lost souls, is by profession a forensic psychiatrist makes for deadly, absolutely satisfying storytelling. Chance is suspenseful contemporary crime fiction unrivaled in its intensity’ – Robert Stone, author of Damascus Gate


‘Chance is a story of nerve-shattering suspense. It has a plot both incredible and yet all too believable, populated with characters that make us want to turn away but instead we intensify our stare… a spellbinding ride of darkness, violence, and sexuality… While the philosophical questions that Chance puts forth never fail to intrigue us, Nunn also never forgets that he is giving us a tale of mystery and suspense, one that may damn well be a modern masterpiece’ – Laurence Coven, I Love a Mystery newsletter
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This one is for Ulrike, my only Uli









Chance 1. The absence of any cause or series of causes of events as they actually happen that can be predicted, understood, or controlled. Sometimes granted agency, as in: Chance governs all.









Chance and the summer of love


Early on, before it had become apparent just how acrimonious, costly, and downright mean spirited the divorce would become, Chance had thought to find a place in or near the Presidio, a small house perhaps, with a view of the water, the proximity of redwood and cedar. The fantasy was short lived. The good places were expensive and hard to come by though nothing in the city was cheap anymore, that other Summer of Love a long time gone.


He’d settled finally for a modest one-bedroom apartment with a shared basement garage at the edge of the Sunset from whose front-most windows he might on occasion glimpse the sea. The streets in his new neighborhood, though raked at a slight angle to run downward in the general direction of the Pacific Ocean, were uniformly flat and treeless, bordered by long lines of gaily painted stucco and wooden structures. On sunny days he found these streets infused with such light as he’d come to associate with the deserts of the Southwest, their hopeful pastels bleached of meaningful distinctions. On foggy days the colors were made impotent as well, barely distinguishable from the damp concrete sidewalks, the asphalt streets, or the pale, slate gray sky. Analogies he might have drawn with his own life appeared tiresome even to him.


What he’d taken as the decline of things in general had coincided with a particularly disturbing case. It was not a complicated case. There were no legal or medical puzzles to be solved. There were only the facts, which he had summarized as follows:


At the time of my evaluation Mariella Franko was 34 months post a head-on motor vehicle accident in which her 68-year-old father was killed in gruesome fashion. (In an effort to avoid a wayward dairy cow that had wandered into his lane, her father had collided with an oncoming delivery truck. He was decapitated. His head rested in the rear seat. Mariella remained trapped next to her father’s body till freed by the Jaws of Life. She remembers shouting ‘Daddy!’ many times while in the car.)


Review of emergency medical services indicates her Glasgow Coma Scale was 15 at the time of their arrival. Her chief complaint was listed as ‘My daddy… I want my daddy!’ She was medicated with intravenous fentanyl and transferred by ambulance to a CalStar helicopter that carried her to Stanford. Upon arrival, she was crying and asking for her father. No fractures or internal injuries were found. She was monitored overnight and sent home with plans for follow-up by a primary care physician.


A psychiatric evaluation done one month later describes anxiety, depression, startle reactions, spells of tachycardia, tachypnea, and perspiration together with intrusive thoughts of her father. It was noted that she had spent three months off work and attempted to distract herself by trying to watch television. Her social life had become very constricted, with severe withdrawal and isolation. She described a predominant state of hopelessness and lack of motivation. Ms Franko was found to be suffering from chronic post-traumatic stress disorder and major depression. A course of psychotherapy together with antidepressant medication was recommended.


Unfortunately, Ms Franko went on to receive neither psychotherapy nor pharmacotherapy and remained, at the time of my evaluation, anxious, depressed, and struggling to avoid any such thoughts, mental images, or feelings as might return her to the night of the accident. I agree that Ms Franko suffers from chronic post-traumatic stress disorder. She faced a life-threatening situation, believed she was going to die, was present at her father’s death, and was trapped in a vehicle with him under gruesome circumstances. The photographs I have been shown speak for themselves. It is unfortunate that a second psychiatric consultation was not obtained until more than 2 years had passed following the accident. And while her avoidance of mental health care professionals is understandable, it is exactly this avoidance to which health care providers should have responded…


Eldon J. Chance, MD


Associate Clinical Professor


Department of Psychiatry


UCSF School of Medicine


There was more to the report but that was the gist of the thing. Someone’s insurance company had retained him to evaluate the nature and severity of her psychological trauma. Chance was a forensic neuropsychiatrist and made the better part of his living explaining often complicated neurological conditions to juries and or attorneys who would soon be standing in front of juries, in cases ranging from personal injury to elder abuse to undue influence. He was sometimes asked for evaluations by other doctors and sometimes retained by family members or estates. It was not the practice he’d once imagined but it was the practice he had. He rarely saw someone more than once or twice and rarely worked with them as patients.


And so it had been with Mariella Franko. He had seen her only once, at the time of his evaluation. He did not know what had become of her, how her case had come out, or whether or not she had received any of the recommended therapies or medications. Nor, it no doubt goes without saying, was she the only patient he saw that summer. It was a season in which any number of cases might have occupied his thoughts.


J.C. is a 36-year-old, right-handed white woman with a long and complicated medical history. The product of an attempted abortion (born prematurely at 7 months) she suffers a mild form of mental retardation, the result of oxygen deprivation at the time of the botched procedure and premature birth. The patient admits to a long-standing incestuous relationship with her father and after seven miscarriages gave birth to a son with numerous congenital anomalies…


M.J. is a 42-year-old, right-handed black woman with several years of college education. The patient relates that at the age of 36, while walking from her job in a bookstore to her home in the Mission District, she was assaulted by an Hispanic male standing over six feet tall and weighing more than two hundred pounds. She has only partial recollections of the assault but remembers having her head struck repeatedly against a fire hydrant after trying to run from her attacker. M.J. states that over the next year she was extremely depressed and spent 12 months watching television or staying drunk. During this time she acquired a handgun and would occasionally discharge it in frustration and rage. Her closest friend was a pet rat, which she says would come over and put its paw on her hand to console her. M.J. currently lives alone in low-budget housing for the homeless and mentally disabled in San Francisco…


L.S. is a 46-year-old woman who grew up with an abusive alcoholic mother. The identity of her father has never been made known to her. L.S. is at pains to present herself as an individual with learning disabilities. She states that as a young child she seemed to learn everything ‘backward.’ She would read not only individual words but also pages backward. If she is forced to read a book beginning at the front, she seems to have little sense of the story until she is able to read it again from the end to the front. Although the bulk of L.S.’s time is spent caring for the 104 exotic birds she owns, her second greatest passion is reading about mental illness and learning disabilities. The patient states that for as long as she can remember she has felt depressed, empty, and uncertain as to who she is…


D.K. is a 30-year-old right-handed white male last employed as a graphic artist in San Jose, now four years status post a pedestrian vs. truck injury at the Port of Oakland with resulting head injury. The patient states that while he is unaware of changes in his personality, he is also aware that others, including his wife, say that his personality has changed completely. His wife further states the patient has confided to her that he believes he will someday play a major role in a battle between Satan, Yahweh, and Jesus. Six months ago, in the context of believing it necessary to cleanse his body in preparation for the coming conflict, the patient ingested a range of household cleaners, including Hexol and Clorox…


Still, it was Mariella Franko who came along for the ride on those first dreary days of an unusually hot and early summer, hunting apartments in the City by the Bay, fielding papers from opposing attorneys, seeing patients, writing reports, watching as the money melted away like a late snow, departing with a good deal more rapidity and in greater amounts than it had ever arrived, watching as the life he’d so carefully arranged for himself, his wife, and daughter broke apart upon the rocks of a heretofore scarcely imagined reality.


His soon-to-be ex-wife, an aspiring photographer, was not self-supporting. Sales of her work could not be counted upon even for the rent of her studio. Her lover, with whom she had so recently taken up, a dyslexic personal trainer ten years her junior, worked only part time at a gym in Sausalito, and there would be little in the way of financial support from that quarter. Her attorney had already acquired a writ from a judge. Chance would be paying for both attorneys, his and hers. The house would be going on the market in the worst of markets. His daughter’s much beloved private school with its Monterey pines and views of the bay was appearing less likely by the day. The public school nearest their current home was the stuff of nightmare.


As for Ms Franko in this time of drought and ash – the skies were so often thick with it of late, the result of fires sparked by some mishap in the Richmond refinery east of the bay, complicated by the unseasonable weather and dry, accompanying winds – she lived with her eighty-nine-year-old paternal grandmother in an apartment building on the south end of Palo Alto. At one point in his evaluation he had inquired as to how her grandmother had responded to the death of her only son. Mariella had said that her grandmother was very sad. She said her grandmother took medication on a daily basis but did not recall its name. She did not know if the older woman shared any of her recurring nightmares or intrusive recollections of the event that had claimed the life of their father and son.


Oddly enough it was Chance who had experienced a number of recurring nightmares together with intrusive memories and vivid recollections of the photographs he’d been asked to look at and these accompanied by the image of this shy and diminutive creature, alone in those still-dark hours, inquiring of the now speechless effigy at her side. Off this, he would move to imagining her out there in the apartment in Palo Alto, alone in some no doubt terminally banal setting, attempting to ‘distract herself by watching television’. What would she watch? he wondered. What could she possibly find that would not lead to the gouging out of one’s own eyes? The image suggested Lear and unaccommodated man, the thing itself. Job at least had God in the whirlwind. Mariella got police procedurals and vampire bloodletting. And that was just the news. He seemed to recall that she worked full time as a packager for Granny Goose potato chips in San Jose and that prior to the accident her interests had included painting, drawing, and collecting small statues of frogs.


There came a night, alone in his new apartment, half in the bag, he had actually gone so far as to imagine his driving the forty-five minutes it might take to reach her. She was not unattractive. In his report, he had described her as follows:


A petite 39-year-old woman of Italian descent with black hair that is pulled back tightly into a bun. She has straight, almost classical, features and large brown eyes. Her fingers are well manicured and she wears no nail polish. She wears a leather coat over a tan pin-striped suit and brown leather high-heeled lace-up boots. Her general manner, while pleasant, is marked by a total absence of spontaneity. The interview proceeded in a series of questions followed by unelaborated answers.


What he had thought but not recorded, what set her apart from so many of the others, was that she had about her some aspect of the caged bird, of a life un-lived. And it was just that, he thought, the horror of the life un-lived, that had found him out, in the midst of his own decline, wherein each day seemed at risk of being even more dimly lit than the one before it.


He held to the belief, possibly illusory, that there are times in a person’s life, moments really, when the right word or motion, when a single touch might wound or heal. It was to this end that he imagined the drive. It was not about some sexual conquest. He might just as easily have enlisted the aid of another had another arrived. It was the striking through that he envisioned, the freeing of the caged heart. He knew better, of course. He could see all of this for what it was, the half-mad quixotic gesture better dreamt than executed because well… because that was what life was like in the end. It was an image in a glass darkly. It was all just half lived. There would be no drives and no interventions. The workings of the world would not permit them. In lieu of these he opted for additional wine. But my God, he thought a moment later, refilling a glass, imagining for the simple sake of imagining it, his arriving unannounced upon her doorstep, what would she think? He heard the night made horrible with her screams.


He dozed thinking of Blake: ‘Every night and every morn / Some to misery are born… Every morn and every night / Some are born to sweet delight. / Some are born to sweet delight, / Some are born to endless night.’ He woke later in the still dark to the waves of Ocean Beach through the walls of his room. Rising, he was treated by way of a bathroom window to a strange orange light upon the eastern sky – what he was willing to take as evidence that in the hills above the Richmond oil refinery, the fires continued to rage.









The Printz collection


The furniture was French Art Deco from the late thirties, the work of a well-known designer by the name of Eugene Printz. The set comprised a desk, a bookshelf, and two chairs. It was made of palm wood and oxidized brass, and worth a considerable amount of money. It would have been worth even more but some of the brass was missing from the bookshelf and desk, several strips that should have run along the bottom edges of each. He’d gotten it that way and had paid accordingly. Still, it was a beautiful set and he’d always enjoyed how it looked in the big house he’d shared with his wife and daughter. Viewed now, in the confines of the small apartment, the stuff seemed sad and out of place, if not outright ridiculous. Over time it had come to irritate him and he’d begun to consider selling it. There was a dealer who specialized in such stuff, a black gentleman of perhaps seventy or more, down on Market Street. Chance couldn’t recall the man’s name but he could remember the location of his store, which was within walking distance of his office, and resolved to go there at his earliest convenience. An opportunity presented itself within the week, a cancellation butting up against his lunch hour, and he set out on foot for the dealer’s showroom.


* * *


Generally speaking, a walk in the city was something he enjoyed. On the day in question he could not shake the feeling that he was being shown the future. It was something less than what one might have hoped for. The flames had died in the East Bay hills but what felt to be the entire Bay Area remained covered in ash. Cars were made to appear uniform in color. It lay thick in the corners of things like drifts of dirty snow. A trio of young Asian women he took as college students passed along the sidewalk wearing surgical masks. This is how it will look, he thought, moving past the women. It will look like this, and then it will look worse.


There had come a point in the evacuation of the East Bay hills, their narrow streets jammed with cars, when the firefighters had called for the distraught residents to abandon their vehicles, to flee on foot. The fires of Richmond had moved east and south at alarming speeds. The Berkeley Hills were suddenly ablaze, the night sky raining sparks. The citizenry had declined the directive, preferring to ram one another in their flaming cars. College professors and accountants, dot-commers or whatever it was they called themselves, the writers and artists, the academics and doctors of the Berkeley Hills… They had driven over one another in the black smoke like insects gone mad, like blindworms, for God’s sake. He’d watched it all on the late-night newscasts from the relative safety of his apartment. What was it to horde or sell? What did his fancy French furniture amount to when already the birds of prey were increasing their number?


It was in a state of just such apocalyptic fervor, brow damp and lungs burning, that he reached the building, an old brick warehouse from before the war situated on a narrow, well-kept alley just off Market Street. Entering, he could hear at once a man’s voice, a bright falsetto animated with rage. ‘Are you his bitch, then…? Is that how it’s going to be?’ The voice broke off at the sound of the bell that signaled the front door and Chance soon spied the owner of both business and voice in conversation with a young man of some apparently Latino extraction in a black skintight T-shirt, skintight black leather jeans, and pointy-toed black leather boots that rose to just above his ankles. The older man was as Chance remembered him, well over six feet tall, dramatically thin and flamingly gay. He was even dressed as Chance remembered, in favor of rings and things, ascots, and loud sport jackets. If anything, he was older than Chance had recalled, closer to eighty than seventy. A guy that age, Chance thought, black and gay? One could imagine that he’d seen some things.


The old man cut short his rant. ‘Young man,’ he said, addressing Chance while turning from the other as if he’d suddenly ceased to exist, his voice no longer shrill but rising pleasantly to float among the rafters. ‘What news of the Printz collection?’


‘Jesus. You remembered.’


‘Of course. But let me see… there was a desk and chair.’ He paused. ‘And a cabinet!’


‘Bookcase and two chairs, but that’s not bad. When was it that I was here… two, three years ago?’


The old man’s hands fluttered in the muted light. ‘Who keeps track of such things? But there was something missing…’


‘Some bits of brass.’


‘Ah, yes. A shame.’


As Chance and the old man spoke the leather boy drifted away, disappearing into some dim recess of the old building. It was the musty, cavernous feel of the place that had drawn Chance on his initial visit. He had been new to the neighborhood then, out exploring. Surely, he’d thought, this was a place where treasures lay in wait, gathering dust in the shadows.


‘I’m sure you told me your name,’ Chance said. He put out his hand.


‘Carl,’ the old man told him. They shook. ‘And you… are a doctor, as I recall.’


‘A neuropsychiatrist. Eldon Chance.’


The old man laughed. ‘Of course, Dr Chance. How does one forget that? I remember furniture but lose names. To what do I owe the honor?’ He went on without waiting a reply. ‘I have recently acquired a cabinet that might just go with that set of yours…’


Chance held up his hands. ‘I wish. I’m thinking of selling what I have.’


Carl raised his eyebrows.


‘I’m in the midst of a divorce,’ Chance said. He was still not quite used to saying it out loud. ‘House is up for sale. I’m living in an apartment.’


‘Say no more,’ Carl told him. ‘I’m sorry, sorry to hear that.’


‘Me too.’ Chance had taken photographs of the furniture and put them on his laptop, slung now by way of a canvas travel case over one shoulder. He lifted the case. ‘I have pictures,’ he said.


Carl led the way to a large table where they looked at the pictures. The old man studied them at some length. ‘Beautiful,’ he said. ‘The size of that desk makes it unusual. It’s a wonderful piece, as are the others. What do you hope to get for them?’


‘I was hoping you might tell me.’


The old man studied the pictures a moment longer. ‘Without that metalwork… fifty, sixty thousand, maybe.’


‘What about with the metalwork? Just to make me feel bad.’


‘Twice that.’


‘Christ, just for some brass?’


‘It’s the difference between selling to someone in the market for a nice grouping and a serious collector. Do you know what the set looked like originally?’


‘I’ve seen pictures, in books.’


‘Then you know. The strips were substantial, etched with acid, quite lovely, really. You have one piece of it left here, in the bookshelf.’ He pointed to one of the photographs.


Chance nodded. ‘Yeah, I know. Guess the way to look at it… the set had been complete I would never have gotten it for what I did. Still…’


‘It’s a big swing.’


‘In a tough time, let me tell you.’ Chance spent his days listening to the woes of others. Rarely did he air his own, particularly of late, in the absence of wife or family, or even, when he thought about it, of a close friend. ‘Didn’t imagine I’d ever want to sell,’ he said, indulging now in the perception that Carl was in fact the type of guy one might tell one’s troubles to. ‘Always entertained the fantasy that someday I’d be poking around in a place like this, and there it would be, a pile of brass runners gathering dust on top of somebody’s armoire or something.’ He smiled and shrugged it off. ‘How might we proceed?’ he asked. ‘If I wanted to go for the sixty?’


Carl tugged at a short goatee that was almost completely white and neatly trimmed. A moment passed. ‘Let me show you something,’ he said.


They left Chance’s computer on the table and walked toward the rear of the store. There was a hole cut in a wall back there to make a window with a little counter on it. There was what appeared to be a workroom on the other side. The window did not allow for much of a view. What Carl wanted him to look at was the cabinet he had spoken of. It was indeed a wonderful piece, made also of palm wood with brass trimming.


‘Beautiful,’ Chance said.


The old man nodded. ‘Brass work is not exactly the same as what should have been on yours but not so dissimilar either. And, as yours is missing…’ He let his voice trail away. ‘Let’s just say I thought of you. Odd you should stop by when you did.’


‘Yes, well, were I buying instead of selling…’ His eyes clocked to the cabinet. ‘Probably out of my price range even then.’


‘Oh, it’s not original,’ Carl put in almost before Chance could finish.


Chance just looked at him.


‘The piece was in very bad shape when I found it. No brass at all. It’s not even by Printz, or at least it’s not signed by him, but I could see there were possibilities.’


Chance looked more closely at the metalwork. ‘I looked into having mine replaced once. None of the samples I was shown were anything like what I’d seen in the photographs. And nothing like this.’ He faced the old man.


‘It was all in the process,’ Carl told him. ‘For one thing, they used natural sponges to get the patterns. No one uses those anymore. There were other materials involved too, acids and dyes… Suffice it to say, it is a process lost to time. Part of what adds to its value.’


Chance looked once more at the cabinet. ‘And this, then?’ His hand brushed the metalwork. ‘Do you know who did it?’


The old man smiled. He went to the little window and called for someone he referred to as D. Whether this was Dee as in a given name or simply the letter D as the shortened form of some longer name, the old man didn’t say. In another moment or two a very large man, which is to say a man built roughly along the lines of a refrigerator, appeared on the other side of the window. The man rested a formidable forearm on the little counter and bent to look out. The act allowed for a pair of observations, both in regard to the man’s head, which was large and round, though not disproportionally so given the size of the arm resting on the counter. The first of these was that the man had no hair, neither on his face nor his scalp. There was none. Chance took him as suffering from alopecia universalis, an extremely rare condition by which every last bit of body hair is lost. The causes were not well understood. And while on certain even more rare occasions the hair might at some point return, as rapidly and mysteriously as it left, the condition was generally thought to be permanent. The second thing one noticed, which one could in no way avoid noticing, was the large black widow spider maybe half again as big as a silver dollar tattooed dead center on the great expanse of otherwise unmarked flesh that covered the big man’s skull.


The big man didn’t say anything but looked from the window with flat dark eyes, from Chance to Carl and back again. Given the man’s size in relation to the window, the effect was that of making eye contact with a caged beast.


‘Come on out here,’ Carl said, careful, Chance thought, to be overtly cheerful in making the request. A door soon opened and D appeared. Chance guessed him to be well over three hundred pounds, though not much taller than Chance himself, who was five nine but thin as a rail. He wore a khaki-colored military-looking jacket and military cargo-style pants well soiled with a variety of paints and stains above black combat boots equally tarnished. The boots, Chance noticed, were worn without recourse to laces. The jacket was worn open over a black T-shirt with some red writing across the chest that Chance was unable to quite make out. There was an Army Rangers patch on the sleeve of the jacket. It was difficult, given the man’s size, his smooth, hairless face and head, to be precise about his age. Chance was willing to put him somewhere in his early to mid-thirties. He was an unusual-looking person to say the least but in no way misshapen or ugly. His features in fact were almost fine, organized by way of straight, well-ordered lines above a powerful jaw and thick neck and within only a moment or two of making the initial observations regarding size and lack of hair, one could not quite imagine, or even wish upon him, save perhaps for the unfortunate tattoo, any other look than the look he had, that of a heavyweight Mr Clean in black and tan.


Carl introduced them and D smiled a bit at hearing Chance’s name. ‘Dr Chance,’ he repeated.


‘That’s what I told him.’


D looked to the old man. ‘Great minds, huh?’


The three stood for a moment or two in silence.


‘The doc brought pictures,’ Carl said.


They returned to the table and Chance’s pictures. Carl pointed to the bit of brass on the bookshelf. ‘Look familiar?’


D nodded.


‘So what do you think?’


‘Sure. He’s not in a big hurry.’


D looked once more at Chance, then turned and walked away.


‘A man of few words,’ Carl said.


‘You’re telling me what, exactly?’ Chance asked. ‘D can make this look like the original?’ He waved at the photographs still on display.


‘He’s good,’ Carl said. ‘As you have seen.’


‘Yes he is, and then what? You would put it on sale, as an original?’


Carl just looked at him.


‘There wouldn’t be ways… of checking…’


Carl shrugged.


Chance stood in the muted light of the big room. He was trying to formulate his next question. ‘What are the odds?’ he asked at length.


‘That furniture is signed, as I recall.’


Chance nodded.


‘That’s generally enough. Did you buy from a dealer or a private party?’


‘Private party.’


‘Are they still alive?’


‘It was an estate sale, some guy, selling off stuff that had belonged to his mother. I’ve forgotten his name.’


‘That’s a plus. If it had been a dealer, if the set were to show up at some later time and the dealer were to see it and recognized it and so on and so forth… that kind of thing.’ He waved his hands. ‘Private parties are good,’ he said.


‘Still…’


The old man nodded. ‘Yes, there’s always a chance.’


The two men looked at each other.


‘How about that?’ Carl asked him.


Chance went out as he had come in, by way of the door fronting on Market Street, his head spinning with possibility. He found the sunlight blinding after the darkness of the building. Turning north in the direction of his office, he noted the boy in black across the street. The youth appeared to be smoking something in a glass pipe with a pair of look-alike companions. Chance took it for crack, or perhaps some form of methamphetamine. The boy looked in Chance’s direction before inclining toward his friends in a manner that might only have been taken for conspiratorial so that in heading up Market Chance was aware of all three looking in his direction, and averted his gaze. Still, in rounding a corner at the end of the block, he was afforded a last glimpse of the youth as he crossed through traffic to reenter the old man’s place of business.









Jaclyn


Jaclyn Blackstone is an ambidextrous 36-year-old woman living in Berkeley. She has a college education and a teaching credential. She is employed as a substitute teacher for middle school classes in the Oakland School District, where she also works as a private tutor for students in algebra and geometry.


The patient is referred for evaluation from the Stanford Neurology Clinic for complaints of intermittent memory loss and periods of poor concentration. As a child and young adult, Mrs Blackstone reports that she was a ‘sleepwalker,’ often waking in strange places without any memory or knowledge of how she had arrived. She describes her recent episodes of memory loss as ‘like that,’ in reference to these earlier sleepwalking episodes. A full set of laboratory studies (including SMA-20, CBC with diff. and thyroid function tests, vitamin B-12 levels, heavy metal screen, and serum ceruloplasmin) were completely normal. An MRI head scan was within normal limits. Her neurologic examination was normal and no evidence was found to suggest an organic basis for her cognitive disturbances.


The patient states that she has recently become aware of a ‘second personality,’ whom she calls ‘Jackie Black.’ She states that Jackie is daring and extroverted, a person who comes out at times of particular distress. In particular, it is Jackie who continues to have a sexual relationship with her estranged husband, even though she, Jaclyn, does not approve of this. Mrs Blackstone states that she hates being called by the name of Jackie and the only person who uses that name is her husband, a homicide detective in the Oakland Police Department. The patient states that while prior to her discovery of Jackie Black there were no other known alternative personalities, there have been ‘periods of time’ for which she has no specific recall. As to whether or not these ‘blank spaces’ may also be associated with other personalities, the patient is unwilling to speculate. The patient further states that at one point she acquired a gun as a means of killing herself if things became intolerable. She says now that the gun has been sold to a pawnshop dealer in downtown Oakland.


It seemed straightforward enough, really. Mrs Blackstone’s memory problems were clearly secondary to psychiatric distress, engendered most directly from her continuing to see the abusive husband from whom she is ostensibly seeking a divorce. ‘The development of secondary or multiple personalities occurs most frequently in the context of physical, sexual, or psychological abuse,’ Chance had written. ‘I think it is important for this warded-off aspect of her personality to be addressed and, ideally, integrated into her basic persona. However, as long as she continues to have a relationship with a person whom she both despises and fears, there is little reason to believe that her underlying anxiety can be successfully treated with pharmacologic approaches.’


By way of treatment, he had recommended that Mrs Blackstone consider psychotherapy. He had also recommended that she work with a female therapist and had offered a name, Janice Silver, a therapist in the East Bay he believed to be particularly good.


In most cases that would have been the end of it, and there was nothing about this case to suggest that Jaclyn Blackstone was the type of patient he would ever see more than once. Nor was it likely she would have replaced Mariella as the object of his obsession. She would have faded back into that great gray array of the lost and lonely, the neurasthenic and terminally distraught, the walking wounded he saw by the score day in and day out. But then two things happened.


* * *


The first was a chance meeting with Jaclyn Blackstone on the streets of Berkeley. It was quite unplanned and took place in a trendy little shopping district at the northwest side of town. He was still trying to figure out what to do about his furniture and Carl’s offer and Big D and all of that and was poking about in the Art and Architecture store on Fourth Street, looking through a book on French Art Nouveau furniture, when he caught sight of Jaclyn Blackstone among the aisles. It was scarcely two months since she’d visited his office yet he was struck by how different she looked. At the time of his evaluation she had worn a shapeless sweater over an old-fashioned blue print dress, her hair pulled loosely back, held by the kind of small white combs a little girl might use. She had looked all of her thirty-six years and then some, matronly, he had thought at the time. In the store she wore jeans and running shoes and a leather jacket over a yellow T-shirt and was anything but matronly. Her hair was different too, shorter, trendier. The fact was, she had caught his eye and it was only upon closer scrutiny that he realized who it was. The recognition was followed rather quickly by the thought that maybe this was not Jaclyn at all, but Jackie, and he wondered if she would see him and if she did, would there be any sign of recognition, though he also understood that even as Jaclyn she might not be so eager to say hello given the circumstances of their original meeting. He was therefore a bit surprised when, as their eyes met and after only a momentary delay, she favored him with a rather shy smile and a little wave of the hand.


Their paths crossed at the end of the aisle. They were both holding books. ‘Don’t you love this store?’ she asked.


‘I do. What are you reading?’


She held up a rather small book with a picture of two wooden chairs on the cover. ‘I like to find old pieces of furniture that I can strip and redo.’


‘Antiques?’


‘Nooo. Junk.’ She produced an iPhone, pulled up her photographs, then scrolled around a bit before finding something for him to look at, half a dozen straight-back wooden chairs that had not only been rather gaily painted with pastel washes but bore as well the likeness of movie stars reminiscent of Andy Warhol’s silk-screened portraits.


‘Madonna and Marilyn,’ she told him. ‘I call them my icon chairs.’


‘These are quite good,’ he said. ‘I mean it.’


‘Yeah?’ She found two other chairs that had pictures of dogs on them. ‘I like dogs too,’ she said.


‘Me too. Do you have one?’


She looked away. ‘I did. But I lost him,’ she said. Her smile of only moments before had given way to a look of profound distress.


‘I’m so sorry. It’s sad to lose a pet.’


She nodded. ‘I have a cat.’ Her eyes clocked to his book. ‘What do you have?’


He showed her the book on French furniture.


‘Well, see…’ she said. ‘Yours is fancier than mine. But then you’re the doctor.’ It was the first reference either had made as to why they were even standing here talking.


‘Yes, well… I have some furniture kind of like this that I’m thinking of selling.’


‘Well don’t think too long,’ she told him.


He laughed. ‘Now why would you say that?’ he asked.


She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It seemed like good all-purpose advice. One could say it about so many things.’


It was almost as if she were flirting with him. He was even beginning to wonder if she’d lied. Maybe there were more than two of her. He was also enjoying her company and in a short while discovered that he had moved with her into the checkout line at the register where he felt somehow obliged to buy the book he carried even though it was more money than he’d wanted to spend if for no other reason than to prolong the pleasures of the moment.


Minutes later, on the sidewalk in front of the store, the absurdity of it all descended on him for the first time. In the twenty years of his marriage he’d been faithful to his wife, raising his daughter, building a practice. He’d seen no one since the separation. That he was suddenly standing here, amped like some schoolboy in the presence of an attractive woman he just happened to have seen as a patient, that he just happened to know was possessed of at least one secondary personality willing to engage in rough sex with an estranged spouse, by all accounts a dangerous psychopath, was enough to render him at least momentarily speechless. The really disturbing part was that he was also trying to decide if he should invite her to coffee as there was one of those upscale little East Bay coffee joints almost directly across the street from where they stood. Mercifully, she spoke first and thereby, he would conclude later, saving him from God only knew what horrors. ‘I just want you to know that I’m seeing the therapist you recommended,’ she said. ‘It’s changed everything.’ When next he spoke it was as what he was, a doctor addressing a patient on the occasion of a chance meeting in a public place. ‘I’m so glad to hear that,’ he said. ‘And you’re feeling better?’ He might have added that she looked like a million bucks but decided against it.


‘I am,’ she said. ‘I’m feeling better than I have in a long while.’


They stood for a moment with this.


‘Well…’ Chance said.


‘Sometimes I use numbers,’ she told him.


Chance just looked at her.


‘On the furniture,’ she added. ‘Formulas, sometimes, or geometric shapes. But sometimes just numbers.’


‘Ah.’ He recalled that she was also a teacher.


‘I substitute,’ she corrected. ‘I started doing it again, after the separation…’ She allowed her voice to trail away, as if from the subject.


‘You’re looking well,’ Chance said, acting suddenly on his earlier impulse. If he’d hoped to put the smile back on her face he was successful.


‘Am I?’ she asked, and in doing so managed somehow to shift the tone of their meeting ever so slightly once more.


Was it him, he wondered, or did she really know how to play it so well? Or perhaps he was not according her the benefit of the doubt. He’d seen therapy turn people around. Why not Jaclyn Blackstone? ‘You are,’ he said finally. ‘I almost didn’t recognize you there in the store.’


‘Well,’ she said, and she offered him a hand. ‘I am glad we ran into each other just now.’


He took her hand. ‘So am I. And I wish you the best.’


She seemed to take this as his way of saying goodbye, and perhaps it was. It certainly should have been. Still, in letting go of her hand he experienced a pang of remorse.


‘Well…’ she said once more. And he really did feel that they were both reluctant to break it off. ‘Enjoy your book. And good luck with your furniture, whatever you decide.’


He smiled and nodded and like that she was gone, or so it seemed. So conflicted had he been at just that moment in trying to decide if he should not have added something more, that in thinking back on it later, he could not quite recall if they’d even said goodbye. He concluded they had not. He had nodded. She had smiled. He had been left to stand there as she moved off down the sidewalk, pausing at the window of some store half a block away before moving on and out of sight, for good as far as he knew, so that what he was left with in the end was that very particular ache he had not felt in many years, the exultation of wanting in combination with a certain knowing, that the object of such desire is forever unavailable, that and the wonderful curvature of her spine as she posed like a dancer before a shop window, the afternoon light on her ash-blond hair.


Any such feelings of romantic ambiguity as may have washed over him in the immediate aftermath of this meeting were, in the days that followed, replaced by a profound relief that he had not succumbed to the absurd temptation to involve himself further in her affairs and he had returned to the contemplation of what to do about his furniture. He felt no great sense of urgency in this regard. It was his nature to view a thing from as many angles as possible, to imagine any and all worst-case scenarios. His wife and daughter had often accused him of being overly cautious in such matters, ganging up on him without mercy as Chance spent days on end lost in the evaluation of some apparently trivial decision or purchase, but then Chance was a believer in caution. He supposed such traits were drummed into him by his father, provost at a small Bible-based college on the outskirts of Springfield, Missouri, who, like the Master for whom the school had been named, was a lover of parables. His father had favored those in which some youthful indiscretion leads inexorably to a life of pain and deprivation. And while Chance declined entrance to his father’s school, he could not say the old man’s words had failed to dog his tracks. Nor had his own work as a doctor served to make him any less wary. He’d spent far too many days with people for whom everything had changed in the time it took to draw a breath… because they’d turned left instead of right, failed to see the light or hear the horn, or those like Jaclyn Blackstone, guilty of little else save the kind of poor judgment that would place the heart above the head, now at Mercy General Hospital in downtown Oakland with an orbital blowout fracture on the right side of her face awaiting surgery to relieve pressure on an entrapped inferior rectus muscle, and that was the second thing that happened.


He’d heard the news from Janice Silver. She’d called because Jaclyn had come to her by way of Chance and she thought he would want to know. She was also angry and wanted someone to vent to and lastly, as Jaclyn was without insurance and in a county hospital, she was wondering if Chance might be willing to look in on her, to evaluate the extent of her injuries himself.


Chance said that he would. He was seated in his office, the very book he had purchased in Jaclyn’s presence open on the desk before him, the buildings outside his window losing definition to a creeping afternoon fog. ‘This is the work of the ex?’ he asked.


‘I can’t believe it’s not.’


‘But you don’t know for sure?’


‘She’s not saying.’


Chance watched the fog. He heard Janice sigh, the anger in her voice. ‘She had been doing so well,’ she told him. ‘You know this bastard had been coming to see her once a week. She’d begun to say no. It was working. Jackie was staying out of the picture. It had to be him.’


‘What does she say?’


‘She says she surprised an intruder on the patio of her condominium.’


‘I suppose that’s possible.’


‘Oh, absolutely,’ Janice echoed, ‘anything is possible. Let’s not rule out alien abductions.’


He went the following day. He did not visit her straightaway but spoke instead to her attending physician. She’d received a concussion but there was no evidence of bleeding into or structural damage of her brain. The surgery required to relieve the entrapped muscle was straightforward enough and he felt satisfied that she was in good hands. As to the nature of the incident, she had yet to claim additional knowledge. There was only the bit about having surprised someone at the rear of her condo and that was all.


He considered leaving it there as the course of prudent behavior then caved to the impulse to stop by her room. He found the door open and a man seated in a chair at the side of her bed. The man wore a gray suit. He was broad shouldered with thick dark hair. He had his back to the door and was leaning forward a bit, holding on to one of Jaclyn’s hands, speaking to her in a low voice. Chance heard little more than a name… Jackie… before retreating to a nurses’ station to make conversation with one of the nurses, while waiting to see if the man would leave anytime soon, and where, having identified himself as a doctor, he inquired further regarding the patient in room 141.


‘She’s been in quite a lot of pain,’ the nurse told him. ‘Complaining of double vision. She’s scheduled for the surgery this afternoon.’


‘Has she had many visitors?’


‘Just the husband,’ the nurse told him, and excused herself to check on a patient.


Chance was still at the station when the man came out of the room. He was, as Chance had noted, a lean, broad-shouldered man of medium height, a handsome enough man, Chance thought, and fit, certainly capable of doing some damage with his fists.


Chance had expected him to walk on by and was surprised when he stopped before him. ‘You one of her doctors?’ the man asked. The man’s eyes were black and direct. Chance of course recalled that he was a homicide detective for the city of Oakland and he had that about him, whatever that was, some air of authority, some hint of the bully. Chance had no difficulty in believing he was a cop. He had no difficulty in believing he was a bad cop. ‘I’m a neuropsychiatrist,’ Chance told him. ‘I was asked by her therapist to look in on her.’


‘You were in her room just now, why didn’t you look in?’


‘I saw she had a visitor. There was no rush.’


‘No rush? Not like the doctors I know.’


Chance thought that perhaps the man would smile but he didn’t. Chance just looked at him. The man looked back, a moment longer, before moving off toward the elevators at the end of the hall. Chance waited till the man was gone before returning to Jaclyn’s room.


She looked about as he had expected given the nature and severity of her injuries. One side of her face was badly swollen and bruised. She turned her head a bit on the pillow at his approach and he could see that she had been crying.


‘Jaclyn…’ he began. ‘I’m so sorry…’


‘Please,’ she said. ‘You should go.’ She spoke through clenched teeth, turning to the wall, where a small dirty window looked out upon the city of Oakland.


Chance put his hand on the forearm that was on the outside of her blanket. ‘You’re going to be fine,’ he said, feeling both moved and impotent, reduced to cliché. ‘You will feel better when they free up that muscle and you can stop seeing two of everything.’


He’d hoped to joke a little but she wasn’t having any. Her hand opened and closed, holding to the sky blue blanket that covered her bed. He gave her arm a gentle squeeze before releasing her. He would have held her in his arms if he could have, so delicate and wounded did she seem just then, lying there in that sterile room with its plastic curtains and hospital blankets, its dismal view of the city. He recalled their conversation in the bookstore in Berkeley not two weeks prior, the business about the chairs, her expression in recalling the loss of her dog, her beguiling smile as they had waited in line to buy their books. She was a gentle soul, he thought, a kind spirit. She declined to look at him and she declined to be comforted. And of course the truth was that while surgery might free the trapped muscle, it would not free her from the man Chance had seen in her room just now, bending over her like some B movie vampire, her hand in his, the same that had beaten her. For now that Chance had looked into the man’s face he had no doubt that Janice had been right. There’d been no intruder in the back of the condominium. It was the man he had seen, the bad cop, hunting his whore, angered at her sudden disappearance.


Beyond the walls of the hospital, which were dull and gray and rather more like a prison than a place of healing, a pall had settled. Even those views of the city by way of the Richmond-San Rafael Bridge that had almost never failed to cheer seemed veiled in gloom. He spent the rest of the day in the small, overly warm kitchen of a retired dentist. He’d been retained by a distant relative on suspicion of elder abuse and asked to make an assessment with regard to vulnerability to undue influence. The man, William Fry, though he preferred to be addressed as Doc Billy, was ninety-two years old. He sported dual hearing aids and was attached to an oxygen tank. The requisite cognitive and psychiatric testing had dragged on for hours. By the time Chance reentered the day, as claustrophobic as Doc Billy’s kitchenette, the afternoon had given way to darkness, the sidewalks made wet by a roiling fog he might once have found romantic. Returning to his apartment, he was alerted by way of a letter that the IRS had just put a lien on any profits realized from the sale of his house.


Though well into the dinner hour, he was able to get his attorney on the phone. The situation was explained as follows: The government’s interest had been piqued as a result of an audit of his soon-to-be ex-wife’s business, a small photographic studio. There’d been a couple of years there when he’d pumped some money into the enterprise in an effort to help her get it off the ground. It seemed now that the money had not been properly accounted for. On his end were unsubstantiated expenses, on hers unreported income. Being married, the two had filed jointly, leaving both now tarred with the same brush. The only difference between them was that he had money, albeit in dwindling sums, while she had none. The government was looking for back taxes and penalties in excess of two hundred thousand dollars. There would of course be further bills from the requisite attorneys. He thanked his attorney and hung up.


He sat holding the letter from the IRS, fingers trembling with rage or stress, or fear, unable to shake the feeling that his former spouse and confidante, the mother of his child, had ratted him out. ‘It never fucking rains…’ he said to no one, realizing almost at once and with a lasting chagrin it was exactly the kind of thing his mother might have said. And how he would have hated her for it, she with her platitudes and clichés, her grating homilies. But then he guessed that was how it was… you stuck around long enough… your reward was to become the very person you’d spent the better part of your life holding in contempt.


He took a three-dollar bottle of Trader Joe’s wine from the cabinet above his refrigerator, found something to drink it from, and seated himself in his own kitchenette, only slightly larger and less confining than Dr Fry’s, and began his report:


William Fry is a 92-year-old right-handed dentist who has been retired for 30 years. He is single, has never been married, and has resided for the past 55 years in a second-floor apartment in the Castro District of San Francisco. Questions have been raised regarding the possibility of elder abuse by a female in-home care provider to whom Mr Fry has apparently given more than $1,000,000 in the form of a series of checks from a money market fund…


That was as far as he got. He hadn’t the heart for it. Not tonight. He turned instead to the wine, sipping from a ridiculously large glass container that had once housed a drink called a Hurricane from a bar in New Orleans and was the only clean bit of glassware he’d been able to find after a thorough search of his apartment. He thought about his wife ratting him out. He thought about Jaclyn Blackstone with her fractured face. He thought about the darkness in the hearts of men. He recalled something Doc Billy had said to him in the course of their long afternoon: ‘You can’t imagine how it feels… ninety-two fucking years old and feeling loved for the first time. Money just doesn’t matter that much anymore.’


Chance believed he could imagine all too well how it might feel being ninety-two fucking years old. Unhappily, this did not serve to make him any less anxious about his own difficulties and his eye fell upon the slick French furniture crammed into a corner of his tiny living room and he resolved to sell it forthwith, for as much money as he possibly could. The consequences could go fuck themselves. It was, for Chance, an unusually rash call. Later he would blame it on the cheap wine, this in concert with the simple fact that he had been unable to find a suitably clean smaller glass.









D


The following day was Saturday and he made his way to Allan’s Antiques upon rising. He found the building even more dimly lit than on previous visits and so quiet as to appear deserted, although the front door was open to the sidewalk off Market as always. He went in. He did not hear Carl’s voice nor could he find him. He’d half expected to see the crack-smoking leather boy around somewhere but he was absent as well. He went to the big table where they’d looked at the computer images of his furniture, called a tentative hello to no response, then moved on to the back of the building.


A flickering blue light came from the hole in the wall that led to Big D’s work area. Approaching this and looking in, he was able to see Big D himself at work with some kind of handheld torch on a shining piece of metal. Chance waited for a bit, watching as D worked. The scene had about it some archetypal aspect Chance found satisfying to observe and was reluctant to disturb, the big man at work amid the tools of his trade, intent upon the task before him. There was something in the absolute physicality of it. It spoke, Chance thought, of another more rudimentary and therefore, perhaps, simpler time. Though it occurred to him as well that simpler times were surely more a function of longing than of history, that life on planet Earth had never been all that simple.


Chance waited till D had paused in his labors then knocked on the wall to get his attention. D placed the thing he was working on atop a bench and came to the window, using a heavily gloved hand to push a darkened pair of safety glasses to his forehead as he walked. ‘Doc Chance,’ he said. His face was flushed from the labor and the sweat ran from his cheeks but his voice was flat and matter-of-fact, as though Chance’s being there was of little or no surprise.


‘Hello, D,’ Chance replied. He was hoping to sound upbeat. ‘Is Carl around?’


‘Stayed home today.’


‘Is he well?’


‘Little under the weather,’ D replied.


The big man was dressed as he had been the day they’d met, minus the jacket, allowing for the observation that the sleeves had been cut from the shirt to make way for arms the size of Chance’s legs. The shirt’s lettering was now legible as well – The art of the blade, in bloodred script.


‘Ah.’ Chance hesitated, thinking it over. ‘Well, I guess maybe you’re the guy I’d probably need to talk to anyway, at least to get things started. You remember the furniture we looked at?’


‘I do. You decide you want to make it right?’


Chance smiled at the big man’s phrasing. ‘I guess that’d be one way of putting it. I’d need to know what it would cost, if I’d have to pay up front or if there would be a way of settling when the stuff was sold.’
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