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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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Aftermath




CHAPTER 2


Saturday, December 22


2:01 a.m.


I go to bed early and get up early, and even when I forget to set my alarm, I wake up around four thirty a.m.


Get dressed, grab a protein bar, in the car by quarter to. At that hour there’s no traffic. Most days I’m at my desk with a couple minutes to spare.


That morning, I shot to the surface, mid-dream. The air felt bare and thick.


Amy was shaking me. “Clay. Wake up.”


My phone was going off.


Moffett calling.


I climbed out of bed.


“What’s wrong?” Amy asked.


“Nothing. Go back to sleep.”


She flopped down and pulled the duvet over her head.


I found my uniform and boots in the dark and carried them to the kitchen. The phone had stopped ringing. I called Moffett back.


“Sorry to do this to you,” he said.


I believed him. Before his promotion to night shift sergeant, Brad Moffett was my teammate for two and a half years. It wasn’t in his nature to be melodramatic. “What’s up?”


“Multiple shooting.”


“How many?”


“At least three down, possibly more. Jurow’s tied up in Albany. It’s me and Nikki alone out here on a fuckin circus. I called your whole team. Lindsey’s coming. I can’t reach Zaragoza or Shoops.”


He gave me an address: 11th and Almond, in the Lower Bottoms.


“That’s close to you,” he said.


“Close enough,” I said.


2:24 a.m.


I had to park several blocks away. Traffic cops with light sticks were diverting non-emergency vehicles, and they’d cordoned off the length of 1100 Almond, plus a healthy chunk of 11th in either direction, a vast T that encompassed street, sidewalks, and structures. Best practice: easier to contract a crime scene than to expand it.


The downside was that it created three fronts to manage. Large crowds had gathered at each, shouting, sobbing, calling, texting, snapping pictures, shooting video, congregating improperly, disregarding commands. Oakland PD uniforms roved, attempting to corral witnesses, take statements, calm tempers, choreograph the chaos.


Picking my way toward the intersection, I noted a number of people wearing costumes. A young white woman in patent-leather go-go boots retched into the gutter while a friend tried to right the thermal blanket slipping off her shoulders. A young white man in a gorilla suit sat on the curb, gorilla head tucked flat in his armpit, actual head in his hands. There were EMTs, and two news vans. The neighborhood suffered its fair share of violent crime. It took a lot to bring residents out of their homes in the middle of the night. Yet there they were, on their porches in bathrobes and slippers, craning their necks.


The focal point of the activity was a giant gingerbread Victorian on the corner, its exterior smeared red and blue by flashers. Techs scoured the pavement and front yard.


In the middle of the intersection sat a single white flip-flop.


Thirty feet away, a body lay under a sheet.


I started to duck under the tape but was held up by a uniform.


“Coroner’s,” I said, in case he couldn’t read.


“You gotta go around.”


“Around where?”


“Staging area’s at Twelfth.”


“Come on,” I said. “Are you serious?”


“Sorry, buddy. One way in, one way out.”


I went around.


The far end of Almond Street sat in relative quiet, the eye of a hurricane, displaced. The roar of the crowd was a tidal murmur.


I signed in.


Emergency vehicles clogged the block. A hand-lettered sign gave the common radio frequency; there was an easel with an oversized paper pad. A uniform was using a marker to keep a running time line.


ShotSpotter had picked up gunfire at 2355. The first call to 911 had gone out at 0007, first call to the Coroner’s at 0102. Nikki Kennedy had arrived at 0135; Moffett, twenty minutes later. He’d taken one look and started calling for backup.


I found the two of them leaning against a van, rubbing hands against the chill, watching the scene unfold. Forensics circled two more sheeted bodies lying in a puddle of lamplight.


Moffett said, “Hurry up and wait.”


“Is there a story?” I asked.


Kennedy chinned at the Victorian. “They’re having a party. Neighbors come over to ask, can you turn the music down. Exchange of words, it goes into the street, people start throwing punches. Someone pulls a gun.”


“GSWs,” Moffett said, pointing to the two nearest bodies. They had fallen within touching distance of each other; one of them lay half on the sidewalk, half off. “There’s a third decedent, way down by the corner.”


“Yeah, I saw,” I said. “They made me go around.”


“That one’s a ped struck. Far as we can tell it was an accident. Shots go off, everyone’s panicking, running, jumping in cars and speeding off without looking where they’re going.”


“She got dragged,” Kennedy said.


“Fuck,” I said.


“They have the driver. Some girl, totally freaked out.”


“What about the shooter?”


Kennedy shook her head. “Got away.”


Moffett said, “They took a couple more people to Highland. Don’t know how bad the injuries are.”


“So at least three,” I said.


“As of right now, yeah.”


“ID on any of them?”


He shook his head.


I looked at the Victorian. Triple-high, fancy paint scheme, elaborate shingling, gables, turrets, a widow’s walk. There were other such examples throughout West Oakland, holdovers from a wealthier bygone era, but few in such good condition, and fewer still on that scale. The lot occupied half the western side of the block, squaring off against a run of slender row houses on the eastern side, some single-family, some subdivided.


Goliath versus the Seven Dwarfs.


“Big house,” I said.


“Big party,” Kennedy said.


“Uniforms are trying to track everyone down,” Moffett said.


“I saw a few mixed in the crowd,” I said.


I told them about the guy in the ape suit.


“Well,” Moffett said, “that should help.”


Hurry up and wait.


“Did you know,” Kennedy said, reading from her phone, “that the Summerhof Mansion, located at eleven-oh-five Almond Street, was built in eighteen ninety-five for Franz Summerhof, owner of the Summerhof Ironworks in Oakland. The house, which is a classic example of the Queen Anne style, sits on over an acre and a half of land. It was home to Summerhof’s family, including wife Gretchen and their nine children. After World War One it served as the headquarters of the German-American Friendship Society. At present it is under private ownership.”


She looked at us. “Did you know?”


“I do now,” I said.


WE WATCHED OTHER folks do their jobs. Tiptoeing among the yellow plastic evidence markers, sprouted like mushrooms after a heavy rain. Groaning as they bent to inspect a cigarette butt, a bottle, a shell casing. Striving, not always successfully, to avoid treading on one another’s territory. It was like some confab of tribes negotiating an uneasy peace, each identifiable by its native tools and markings.


Evidence, with their gloves and bags.


Ballistics, with their residue kits and laser pointers and metal detectors.


Blood. Photography. Uniforms feathering the grass with penlights; uniforms going door-to-door.


Quite the turnout for Oakland.


I could make two detectives, sleepy-eyed white guys in slacks and parkas, standing on opposite sidewalks, talking to witnesses. Two: that’s how I knew it was serious.


And us, here, in the on-deck circle, a tribe of three.


The meat people.


The bodies belonged to us. In theory we could shut everyone else down to stake our claim. But patience and diplomacy go a long way, especially when you deal with these same agencies over and over again. I recognized several of the people working, by face if not by name. As a unit, we try not to get possessive, unless it’s called for.


“Hey,” Moffett barked.


Some uniforms were readying themselves to lift one of the GSWs in the street. “We need to clear this stuff out so we can move our vehicle.”


“No,” Moffett said, starting forward, “you need to let these people be.”


He proceeded to chew them out.


I turned to Kennedy. “Truth now: how is he as a boss?”


She tugged down her cap resolutely. “The best.”


“You want to say that a little louder maybe, make sure he hears it?”


She laughed. “Let’s wait till he comes back.”


Behind us, a woman’s voice: “Evening, people.”


Lindsey Bagoyo jogged up, breathing steam. She bumped my fist. “I thought for sure I’d beat you here.”


“I live five miles away.”


“Yeah, but you drive like my grandma.”


Moffett returned, shaking his head. “Idiots.”


“Hey Nikki,” I said, “what was that you were saying about your sergeant?”


“What, that he’s the best?”


Ignoring us, Moffett turned to Lindsey. “Thanks for coming.”


“No problem.”


“Okay,” he said. “Here’s the deal. Priority number one is the decedent in the intersection. Get her concealed before people start tweeting.”


While I admired his zeal, we all knew that ship had sailed.


“The detective said he needs another twenty minutes on the GSWs.” He paused. “Anybody got a preference?”


Kennedy said, “I can—”


A scream buried her words.




CHAPTER 3


Up and down the block, heads raised, swinging around in confusion before they homed in on the source: a house on the east side of the street, where a woman had emerged onto the front lawn, tossing her arms and crying for help.


She collapsed as the uniforms reached her.


Radios crackled with a request for medical backup.


At this point, the one-way-in, one-way-out policy revealed its shortcomings. Nobody showed up for another fifteen minutes, by which time they’d laid the woman out on the grass. She was black, in her thirties, dressed in sleepwear unsuited to the cold. She keened, rolling sluggishly from side to side, like she was burning alive and unable to summon the will to save herself.


My baby. My baby.


While they covered her with jackets, worked to soothe her, the patrol sergeant entered the house with his firearm drawn.


A pair of EMTs came hurrying through the checkpoint and approached the woman on the lawn. She struggled up on her elbows, urging them toward the house instead.


Our team observed this dumbshow without comment.


Now the patrol sergeant came over the radio asking for assistance, eleven-twenty-four Almond, basement.


Can I get a detective, please.


The woman had curled up like a pietà in the arms of a uniform, moaning.


Kennedy said, “Fuck.”


We all knew.


Our victim count had risen.


One of the detectives peeled off his witness, making don’t move hands, and began shambling up the block.


Lindsey Bagoyo said, “On me.”


She headed for the house.


Moffett rubbed his scalp. “I’m done sitting here like an asshole.”


He addressed me. “Can you find out what’s the deal with the ped struck? Start taking flicks. There’s a pop-up in the Explorer.”


STEPPING INTO THE intersection, I felt dozens of eyes on me.


Officer.


Back behind the line, please.


Hey. Officer. Hey.


A TV camera swung in my direction. A reporter began calling for comment.


I shunted these distractions to the margins of my awareness. Moving in a straight line toward the decedent, pausing every few feet to set down the pop-up, raise the Nikon, grab establishing shots.


Ma’am I asked you to step away.


Officer please—


On the sidewalk, on the street, a nauseating caption, scrawled in flesh, blood, and tire rubber. It began at the corner, where the driver had jumped the curb, bowing out toward the white flip-flop and running ten yards west along 11th to cease at the sheeted body.


Officer I need to hey don’t touch me don’t you touch me motherfucker.


A baby-faced uniform had been left to stand guard. He might’ve been a week out of the academy. He looked scared witless, body stiff and keyed to danger, attention yanked this way and that, flinching at each stray movement.


His hand bobbed near the butt of his gun.


This: this is how bad happens.


“Hey there”—I leaned in to read his tag—“Grelling. How’s it going, buddy?”


“Yeah. Okay.”


“Cold,” I said.


He nodded.


“Listen, Grelling, you mind giving me a hand here?”


He said nothing, scanning past me, the mass of unknown faces.


Above us, a news helicopter carved arcs, ripping up the air.


“Grelling,” I said.


He blinked. “Yeah.” Dropped his gun hand. “Yeah, okay.”


A pop-up is a three-paneled privacy barrier, forty-eight linear feet of aluminum tubing and two hundred sixteen square feet of white nylon, weighing about ten pounds; it folds up into a carrying bag for easy transport. Erecting one requires a single competent person and two minutes. With Grelling’s assistance, I got it done in five.


Small price to pay. Nobody extra got shot.


I asked him who’d been over the scene. He shook his head as if it were a calculus problem.


I said, “The vehicle guys? They got their look?”


Hesitation. “I think so.”


“Do me a solid, Grelling, go ask at the staging area. Check in with your sergeant while you’re there. You don’t have to come back with the answer, just hit me over comms. I’m Coroner’s. Edison 3618. Otherwise I’m good here. You good?”


He nodded.


“I think they brought fresh coffee,” I said. “Thanks for your help.”


Officer Grelling departed on his new, fake mission. I’d already gotten the green light from the forensics team leader.


I stepped inside the pop-up, closed the panel behind, and knelt by the body.


Blood patched the sheet, less than one would expect given the violence of the trauma. In a perfect world, the first responders would not have covered the decedent; in a perfect world, there are no rubberneckers, and we arrive to find everything and everyone positioned precisely as they were at the instant of death.


Tonight was the world at its least perfect.


I folded the sheet back.


She was young. Twenty or a couple years past. Lying on her stomach, head wrenched to the left. The exposed half of her face was heavily made up, white pigments and silver glitter; the skin was unharmed and remarkably clean save a few flecks of road dirt and axle grease.


The side of her face ground into the asphalt—I was glad I couldn’t see it.


She wore robes, flowing and white, now shredded. Strapped to her back was a mangled pair of angel’s wings, white faux fur and feathers hot-glued to a hinged mechanical frame, a pull-chain dangling at the right hip. I guessed that the entire apparatus had gotten snarled in the vehicle’s undercarriage, dragging her along.


Her feet were bare.


I took pictures, wondering where the second flip-flop was.


Without another set of hands to assist in turning her over, I decided to skip the full body exam. We’d have more time, space, and light at the morgue. I did do a cursory check to ensure I wasn’t missing anything obvious and to look for identification. Despite the chill, she was well on her way toward full rigor; she had practically no fat on her to retard the process.


The robe had no pockets.


Under the robes, she had on white leggings.


Under the leggings, she had on compression shorts.


Under the shorts, she had a penis.


I couldn’t find any ID.


No cash, either, or cards, or a phone, or keys.


In a bag, maybe. Left behind in the panic, or thrown clear of the body.


The pop-up shifted and Officer Grelling appeared. “Um.”


I let the waistband snap back into place. “What’s up.”


“There’s a woman out there screaming her head off she needs to talk to you.”


“What about?”


“She says she knows the vic.”


HE LED ME to the tape along the south side of 11th. A chunky, blond, spike-haired woman in a denim miniskirt stood rubbing the goose-pimpled flesh of her upper arms. Her mascara had run amok, watery black veins, like a map consisting wholly of dead ends.


She told me her name was Didi Flynn. She and Jasmine had come to the party together, sharing a Lyft.


I recognized her voice as the one that had been vying for my attention earlier.


Officer, please.


“Can you tell me Jasmine’s last name?”


“Gomez.”


“Thank you. I couldn’t find any ID on her, a wallet or a phone. Was she carrying a bag?”


Didi blinked. “I have it.”


From her own handbag she produced a plastic zip-top bag containing a battered flip phone, loose cash, cards held together with an alligator clip, and three keys on a key chain in the shape of a panda. “She asked me to carry it for her.”


“Thanks. This is really helpful. I’m going to take it with me. We’ll keep it safe.”


Didi said, “What about Jasmine?”


“I’m with the Coroner’s Bureau,” I said. “I’m responsible for her body and her property, and for determining what took place. Eventually I’m going to transport her to our facility. Right now I’m examining the scene. So any information you can give me to help me understand what happened, I’d appreciate it.”


She said, “I don’t . . . There was a fight.”


“Whatever you can remember is fine.”


She rubbed at her raw nose. She was trembling. “Someone said they were fighting outside, we went to look. Everyone was—it was like a massive crowd of people, they were yelling and throwing shit. Jasmine wanted to get closer, so we could see, and so we’re trying to get through. All of a sudden it goes pop pop pop pop pop. I didn’t even realize what it was. It didn’t sound like—I mean, I don’t know anything about guns. But everyone started screaming, and running. I started running, too. I thought . . .”


She hiccuped miserably and began to cough on saliva.


I offered her a tissue. She shook her head. “I thought she was with me. I know she was. I saw her, she was right there, next to me. I tried to hold on to her but everyone was pushing, I couldn’t—I had to let go. Then I heard this, this . . .” She shut her eyes and pressed on the lids, hard. “I don’t know how to describe it. Like an egg cracking. But louder, like a hundred times louder. I swear I could throw up. I turned around and she wasn’t there, she was just. Gone.”


Didi Flynn opened her eyes and looked at me.


I said, “Do you remember where you were?”


“There.” Corner of the sidewalk, where the blood trail began. “And there’s this car, a blue car, and people are screaming, and banging on the hood, like, stop, stop, now.”


A queer smile, not directed at me, not at anyone.


“The driver didn’t know she was under there,” Didi said.


She began to cry.


My radio blipped; Nikki Kennedy spoke. Any available coroner, assistance requested.


I said to Didi, “Thank you. I know it’s difficult to talk about. I’d like to ask you a couple of questions about Jasmine.” I paused. “Is that okay?”


She gestured go ahead.


“Was Jasmine married?”


“No.”


“Do you happen to have contact information for her family?”


I saw a change come over her, a hardening of the jaw. “No.”


“It’s important for me to find them, so that I can inform them of her passing.”


She said, “We’re her family.”


Any available coroner, please.


“I understand,” I said. “She’s not married, though.”


“I told you she wasn’t.”


“In that case, I’m going to need to speak to her parents.”


“Why would you do that?”


“If Jasmine didn’t have a spouse, they’re next of kin.”


“She never talked to them. They hated her. They made her life hell. Why do you think she left in the first place?”


“I get where you’re coming from,” I said.


She rolled her eyes. “Right.”


“I’m asking you, please, to consider another point of view. Whatever occurred between her and them in the past—and I’m not excusing it—she’s their child. They have a right to know. How they respond, that’s on them.”


Didi Flynn continued to shake her head in disgust.


“Think about if it were your child,” I said.


She said, “I’d never treat my child like that.”


Hello? Nikki said. Anyone?


I depressed my call button. “Coming.” To Didi: “Listen, you mind if we pause for a minute.”


She shrugged.


I gave her my card. “Please stay here. For Jasmine. I’ll be back soon, okay?”


“Yeah, all right.”


Midway across the intersection I realized that I’d forgotten to take her contact information. It was that sort of night.


I hurried back to the tape, but she had vanished.


4:23 a.m.


The two Oakland detectives were named Von Ruden and Bischoff. Von Ruden was a moose of a guy, half-eaten rolls of Tums spilling from his pockets as he interviewed a partygoer. It was Bischoff I wanted: he was the lead on Jasmine. I finished helping Nikki load the first GSW onto a gurney, then went to find him.


Nowhere in sight. I asked the patrol sergeant, who warned me that Detective Bischoff might be busy for the foreseeable future, dealing with the latest vic, at 1124 Almond.


“It’s a kid,” the patrol sergeant said.


I swatted air. “Fuck.”


“Yuh.”


“What the fuck. In the house?”


“Must’ve caught a stray. There’s a hole in the basement window.” He made a circle with thumb and forefinger.


“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why are we just finding out about this now?”


The patrol sergeant shook his head. His name was Eddie Acosta. Trim, short, brush-cut hair and a prizefighter’s nose. “They’re living down there in two tiny rooms, him and the mother. He’s on a cot by the fridge. She heard the shots but didn’t look in on him. She didn’t want to wake him up.”


Put that way, it didn’t sound so crazy. You lived here, you heard shots.


“Some point she notices”—Acosta waggled toward the scrum of cops and cars. “She gets nervous, goes to check. Six years old.”


“For God’s sake.”


“Yuh.”


On the sidewalk fronting 1124, the main-floor tenant was giving a statement to a uniform. The mother wasn’t there. They had removed her from the scene in a squad car, to a relative’s, where she could claw at the inside of her mind in private.


If she’d checked on him sooner.


If she’d put him to bed in a different spot.


If she’d found another place to live.


I said, “How many goddamn rounds were fired?”


Acosta said, “Fuck if I know. Twelve? Fifteen? Real miracle is we don’t have more bodies. These assholes are shooting into a crowd of people from five feet away.”


“Unbelievable,” I said.


Acosta made a face. To him, it was utterly believable. “Welcome to the Wild West.”


“What about the vics they took to Highland?”


“One guy got grazed in the leg. He’s fine. The other’s gut-shot.”


My hand went to my own torso instinctively, and I noticed then that I wasn’t wearing my vest. I’d gotten dressed in a hurry. I hoped Amy didn’t spot it hanging in the closet. She’d be pissed.


“I haven’t heard anything,” Acosta said, “so I assume he’s still alive. Although, who the fuck knows? The night is young.”


I asked about the driver of the car that had struck Jasmine Gomez.


He paged through his notepad. “Name of Meredith Klaar. She’s downtown.”


“Witness I spoke to said she stopped the car once she realized what was going on.”


“My impression, too. She looked a mess to me.”


“A mess as in upset or as in toxed?”


“I didn’t talk to her myself. I believe she was Breathalyzer-negative but maybe that’s wrong.” Acosta glanced at the party house. “I’m gonna speculate that there was some recreational use of controlled substances happening.”


Sarge.


Up the block, a uniform was waving at us.


Acosta sighed. Spoke into his shoulder. “On my way.”
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