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About the Book

The fantastic follow-up to CRIME SCENE by masters of the psychological thriller genre Jonathan and Jesse Kellerman. A MEASURE OF DARKNESS features deputy coroner Clay Edison in another gripping case . . .

A wild party in a gentrifying East Bay neighbourhood. A heated argument that spills into the street. Gunshots. Chaos.

When the smoke clears, the mystery reveals itself: there is one victim whose death doesn't match the others. She has been brutalized and abandoned, stripped of ID and left to die: it falls to Deputy Coroner Clay Edison to give her a name and a voice.

Clay embarks upon a journey into a hidden world where innocence and perversity mingle . . . and before long, his relentless pursuit of the truth will lead him right into the line of fire.
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The House on Almond Street


CHAPTER 1

Friday, December 21

They were going to have a nice evening together. Hattie had been planning for a week, since Isaiah called to tell her he was home from school. He wanted to know was it okay for him to come by and pay her a visit.

Okay? How could it not be? Hattie couldn’t remember when she’d last seen her grandson. That distressed her, both the not-seeing and the not-remembering. A year? Maybe longer. Too long, at any rate.

It got lonely. She didn’t get many visitors. People had their own lives. Her children had gone and gotten children for themselves. They’d found places in the world. That alone was proof of a life well lived.

It got lonely, though.

Curtis—Isaiah’s father, her youngest—made the drive down once a month or so. You’d think it was a thousand miles instead of forty. Hattie sometimes made up reasons to call him. The kitchen outlets did go bad a lot. Standing at the breaker box, he would remind her again in that weary patient way of his that the whole sub-panel needed replacing.

Her baby boy, graying. It must have happened at some point that she stopped scolding him and it started coming back the other way. There must have been a day.

She couldn’t remember that, either.

The neighborhood’s changing he said.

She fixed coffee and let him make his case. They were fleeing the city, pouring over the bridge. Computer people. Couldn’t be stopped. They wanted to be near the train. Ten minutes to downtown San Francisco. They paid cash. Did she know what she could get for this old place?

He took after his own father. Unsentimental.

It’s too much house for one person he said.

And where was she supposed to live, according to this plan?

With us.

Hattie snorted. I guess you didn’t ask Tina how she feels about that.

Mom, please. She’d love to have you.

He was missing the point. Change was nothing new to her. All her life she’d lived in Oakland, half those years on Almond Street, and never could she remember the scenery standing still. Now he expected her to pick up and run? What from? White folks wielding new countertops?

She’d weathered worse.

Not to say she wasn’t tempted. Most of her friends had left, passed on, or else lost their leases. Curtis wasn’t the only one trying to show her the light. Real estate agents kept calling her up, knocking on her door, sliding their slick postcards into her mailbox.

Please call me to discuss an exciting opportunity.

Once she went to put out the trash, and a young fellow in a jacket and tie appeared at her side. Hattie thought he must have
been sitting in his car, waiting for her. Like an eel, darting out from the rocks to snap. He offered to bring the can down to the curb for her.

No, thank you, she could manage on her own.

He left her with a card (SEAN GODWIN, LICENSED REALTOR) and a sheet of paper listing recent neighborhood sales. On Almond Street alone there were three, including the big wreck across the street. A ruined beauty, with a cratered roof, blank window frames, walls spray-painted in wrathful scrawls. Hattie’s eyes nearly fell out of her head when she saw the price. She counted the string of zeros and expected bulldozers any day.

The buyer was a white lady, with other ideas. Plank by plank, dab by dab, the skeleton knit itself back together, grew flesh, skin, acquired a healthful glow. Hattie monitored the process through her curtains. A crew of Spanish men did the heavy work. Often, though, she saw the lady herself out there, her and her husband, or boyfriend more likely, smoking and laughing as they rolled paint, drove out a horde of raccoons. Or the lady alone, wearing overalls to hang wire for a chicken coop. Planting bamboo that rose to shut out the world.

Everything changes, nothing remains. Hattie knew that. She accepted it. Truth be told it excited her a little—the unexpected. Her husband, God rest him, called her a dreamer. She used to hide her mystery novels under the kitchen sink so he wouldn’t lecture her.

For this reason, perhaps, she harbored a particular closeness to Isaiah: he was a dreamer, too.

I might come by and see you, Grandma. Is that okay?

Was it okay.

Hattie baked a coconut cake.

ISAIAH CLOCKED HER disappointment as soon as she opened the door. She’d begun moving in for a kiss, freezing as her eye picked out the metal bead snugged in the crease beneath his lower lip, as though it might sting her.

He was going to have to take the initiative. He brought her into his arms and held her against him, smelling her scalp, the floral bite of her hairspray. She felt like straw.

“Good to see you, Grandma.”

“You too, honey.”

She didn’t say a word about the stud. He did catch her staring over dinner, or maybe that was him being paranoid. On the train down, he’d thought about taking it out, but he wasn’t supposed to do that for a month or the hole could close up. He was aware of gumming up consonants—F, V, P, B—the backing clicking against his teeth. Certain foods presented a challenge. Hattie had prepared enough for ten. Chicken, beans, yams. He didn’t dare refuse. He chewed with purpose, seated beneath the portrait of Grandpa William in his starched Navy uniform.

“How are your parents?” she said.

“Fine.” His mother had seen the piercing and sighed. Isaiah. Really. “They say hi.”

“Tell me about school. What classes are you taking?”

Structure of the Family, Imagining Ethnography, Comp 2, American Cultural Methodologies. He’d settled on sociology as a major.

“Next semester I have a class on interviewing,” he said. “I’m gonna call you up.”

“Me?” She waved him away. “What for?”

But he could tell she was pleased. “You’ve seen some things,” he said.

“I’m old, you mean.”

“Grandma.”

“It’s all right,” she said. “I am old.”

She carried his empty plate into the kitchen, returning with a high cake smothered in coconut flakes and thick buttercream frosting. She fetched clean plates and a knife and bent to cut him a huge slice. He was trying to figure out how to decline when from out in the street came a deafening belch of static.

“Shit,” he said, twisting in his seat.

Hattie clucked her tongue at him.

He spread his palms on the vinyl tablecloth. His heart was going. “What was that?”

She shook her head.

He pushed back his chair, went over to the bay window, parted the curtains. The side gate of the mansion across the street was propped, and a portly, bearded white man was unloading a van, dollying a keg up a path toward the backyard.

“Someone lives there?” he said.

“A lady bought it,” Hattie said.

“What lady?”

“She calls herself an artist.”

Isaiah studied the house, its windows warm, multicolored lights outlining the eaves. As long as he could remember, the place had served as a lair for junkies and squatters. Growing up—before his parents dragged him and his sister out to the suburbs—he had been forbidden from going anywhere near it.

A second blast of static made him jump.

“She’s probably having one of her parties,” Hattie said. She tapped the plate with the back of the knife. “Eat up, honey.”

In the time it took him to consume his dessert there were four more eruptions of noise, a man’s amplified voice: Testing, one two, one two.

House music boomed.

Isaiah set down his fork. “Don’t they have any respect?”

“It’s not that bad,” Hattie said.

“Are you kidding? It’s like a bomb going off.”

“Since when did you ever hear a bomb?”

“You can’t sleep with that,” he said.

“It’ll be over by midnight.”

He goggled at her. “Midnight?”

She shrugged.

The music cut out a few minutes later, as he was setting his backpack down on the guest room bed. The silence was as startling as the noise, causing him to tense all over, and then to flood with hot relief.

He dug out his phone. Tuan had texted him an address. Isaiah replied he’d be there in thirty and went back downstairs, calling, “Yo Grandma.”

He found her hunched over the sink, skinny arms inside floppy yellow dish gloves.

“Yes, honey?”

“Hey,” he said. Faltering, because she looked so frail. “Why don’t I do that for you?”

“Guests don’t do the dishes.” She gestured toward the living room, flinging soapy droplets. “Make yourself comfortable. Jeopardy!’s on. I’ll come join you when I’m done.”

“Yeah, okay. Just,” he said, scratching at his neck, “I kind of told some friends I might meet up with them.”

In the brief interval that followed he watched an unspoken hope of hers crumble.

“But I can stay,” he said.

“Don’t be silly. You go have fun. Which friends?”

“Jalen.”

“That’s Gladys Coombs’s boy.”

He nodded. He didn’t mention Tuan, she wouldn’t approve.

“It’s nice you two keep in touch,” Hattie said.

“Yeah, for sure.”

She stripped off the dish gloves and went over to the kitchen table. Taking her pocketbook from her purse, she extracted a ten-dollar bill. “Here.”

“That’s okay, I’m fine.”

“Go on. Make an old lady happy.”

He accepted the money. “Thanks, Grandma.”

“You’re welcome. Get the key off the hook before you go.”

She presented her cheek.

He pursed his lips out far to kiss her, so that she wouldn’t feel metal.

HATTIE LISTENED TO the front door close. She’d intended to finish the washing up but felt overcome by fatigue. It could wait till tomorrow.

Upstairs, sitting on the edge of the bathtub, she let the running water cascade through her fingers, its glassy whisper soon crushed by the wallop of a bass drum.

ISAIAH PEERED INTO the back of the open van. Inside lay several more kegs.

“Something I can help you with.”

The white guy with the beard stood on the sidewalk, his torso angled away, the dolly squared between them like a shield. Sharp eyes, tight mouth.

Isaiah smiled reflexively, stepped back from the van, feeling in quick succession shame and anger. The guy assumed he was there to steal.

And look at him. Look at how he’d deferred. When he was the one in the right. What did he have to smile about? Ashamed of
what? All he was doing was standing there. They were the ones making a racket. But the man had spoken and Isaiah had hopped to like one of those trained rats in his psych textbook.

Confront your internalized racism. A TA had written that in the margins of his midterm.

He pointed. “That’s my grandmother’s house.”

“All right.”

“You need to show some respect. People live here.”

The guy put his hands up. “Not my department, man.”

“Whose department is it?”

The guy indicated the backyard.

Isaiah started across the front lawn. A lawn to cross—that was new. He followed a long flowerbed toward the gate, pausing as he came to a sign staked by a willow tree.

BLACK

LIVES

MATTER



The music started up, like a blow to the head.

Isaiah pushed through the gate.





IT WAS A dizzying spectacle that greeted him, and he hesitated. The view from the street gave no hint of the property’s true depth. It was huge, a huge mess, clogged with an incredible collection of junk: garden gnomes, plastic flamingos, Mexican skulls, statuary, wicker. Clusters of trees and stray bits of fencing disrupted perspective. As Isaiah stood there, trying to pinpoint the source of the noise, a goat darted by, causing him to start.

He settled himself down, followed a dirt path studded with clamshells; past a roller-coaster car helmed by mannequins; around the gigantic chicken coop, its residents running in frantic circles.

In the center of the yard was a fire pit piled with logs. Nearby was a DJ table, speakers, twin projection screens. A papier-mâché goblin turned in the breeze on a stake.

Cross-legged on the ground, unraveling a tangle of extension cords, was another white guy.

Isaiah waited in vain to be noticed. “Excuse me,” he yelled.

The guy looked up. He, too, was bearded, wearing brown plastic glasses and a green flannel shirt. He stood, wiping his hands on his jeans, sauntered over to the DJ table, and touched an iPad. The music choked out. “We’re not open till nine,” he said.

“I’m from across the street.”

“From . . . ?”

“Eleven-twelve. Your neighbor.”

“Oh yeah. Nice. What can I do for you?”

“Are you aware of how loud that is?”

“I’m getting the levels set,” the man said. “Sorry. I can turn it down a little.”

“You need to turn it down a lot,” Isaiah said.

“Yeah, bro. No worries.”

“How late do you plan on going?”

“I mean . . . There’s a problem, just let me know.”

“That’s what I’m doing,” Isaiah said. “I’m letting you know.”

The man gave a small, condescending smile. “Roger that. Listen, you want a beer? We got tons.”

“I’m good.”

“Cool.” The man went back to his wires. “Have a good night.”

On his way out, Isaiah nosed around a bit. There was no shortage of things to look at, and curiosity had gotten the better of him. The night was cloudy and cold, a few stars struggling to stay relevant. He ended up following a curling chain-link fence to where it converged with the back end of the house, creating a sort of triangular alley that contained yet more junk.

Bicycles. Milk crates. A plywood shed, shoulder height, with double doors. Two city trash cans, green and burgundy, pushed flush to the siding. A third can, gray for recyclables, sat several feet off, as though shunned by its companions. At the far point of the triangle, a gate led to 11th.

He started forward, intending to exit that way, rather than hike through the yard.

Ahead, a stirring in the dark.

Isaiah halted.

With mute shock he watched the disturbance assume the shape of a man. A lump springing up between the two cans, seeming to grow straight out of the ground, a giant malignant weed vomited up by the earth.

He was close. Fifteen feet, at most. Swaddle of greasy overcoat, sloppy scarf, head smashed flat at the temples, like it had been jammed in a vise.

A smell reached Isaiah. Acrid and fermented: piss and body odor.

The man didn’t seem to notice Isaiah. He rolled the gray can into line with the others, against the house. Then he turned, tentacles of hair swinging, and stepped over to the shed. He opened the doors and ducked down behind them.

You could hear him messing around in there.

Definitely time to find the exit.

Isaiah stepped back and his heel touched something, something insubstantial, too late to avoid putting his weight down.

Aluminum crinkled.

The man shot up to his full and terrible height.

A gasp of moonlight broke through and for the first time Isaiah could see the man’s face. White, with a beard.

Everyone here was white, with a beard.

The man shut the shed doors and stared at Isaiah.

He was holding a knife.

With a rattling gait he advanced, pushing before him a towering wave of stench. The music had stopped, so that Isaiah could hear the limbs swinging beneath many stiff layers of clothing, could hear the mouth chewing in wet anticipation. Ten feet between them and the face sharpened, every trench and pit, the moles jutting like obscene thumbs, the beard a tight mass of gray wires, gluey and twisted.

Isaiah wanted to run.

Why didn’t he run?

Five feet.

The air was fetid, a rag in Isaiah’s throat.

The man leaned forward.

Said, “Not you.”

Like a burst steam pipe, he hissed.

Isaiah ran, smashing through obstacles, through branches that tore at his flesh.

When he found himself at the curb again, he had no idea how he’d gotten there.

He huddled by a parked car, sucking wind. His palms were bleeding. His shirt was wet. His crotch, too, hung heavy and moist, and he was briefly mortified, thinking he’d wet himself.

No. Just sweat.

He felt grateful, and that had him feeling stupid and weak.

Fumbling out his phone, the plastic blood-warm and soothing. Text from Tuan.

U coming

Isaiah blinked at the screen. He started to reply but his hands were shaking and he ended up typing a bunch of garbage. He erased it, tried again.

Yes

He dreaded facing his friends. One look at him and they would know his fear.

Yo, what the fuck? Laughing.

He had his breath back, and he could swallow again, but he was still crouched humiliatingly on the pavement like a child hiding from punishment.

He stood up tall, brushing leaves from his clothes and hair. His own reflection in the car window seemed to smirk at him.

Little bitch.

Shame tapped at the glass of his soul, and, again, without fail, close on its heels—

Rage.

Filling him up, straining his guts.

His phone chimed. Thumbs-up from Tuan.

Isaiah put the phone away.

The houses on the block, with their dark, drowned faces, observed him. He shook out his limbs, straightened his spine. Okay. He ran his tongue around the inside of his lower lip, feeling the backing. His grandmother was probably in bed already. He hoped she was. The van with the kegs was gone. He gave himself a final once-over. Okay, then.

Isaiah started toward the corner. As he turned onto 11th he felt the sudden and overwhelming conviction that tonight had a significance far beyond words. A bitter joy; it almost made him laugh, so strong and giddy was the sensation. He walked along, gorging on it. Tonight he felt ready for anything. Tonight, he could yet redeem himself, after all.
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