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From New York Times bestselling author and  
Mountain Goats singer/songwriter John Darnielle,  

an epic, gripping novel about murder, truth,  
and the dangers of storytelling.

Gage Chandler is descended from kings. That’s what  
his mother always told him.

Chandler is a true crime writer, with one grisly success —  
and movie adaptation — to his name, along with a series of  

subsequent lesser efforts that have paid the bills but not much 
more. But now he is being offered the chance for his big break:  

to move into the house — which locals call ‘The Devil House’ — 
in which a briefly notorious pair of murders occurred, apparently 
the work of disaffected 1980s teens. He begins his research with 
diligence and enthusiasm, but soon the story leads him into a  
puzzle he never expected — his own work and what it means,  

the very core of what he does and who he is.

Devil House is John Darnielle’s most ambitious work yet, a book 
that blurs the line between fact and fiction, that combines daring 
formal experimentation with a spellbinding tale of crime, writing, 

memory, and artistic obsession.

‘A visceral and bravura subversion of the true crime genre.’  
Chris Flynn, author of The Mammoth

‘Startling and tender … It turns to face the horror with  
disarming kindness, and it implicates us all.’  

Miles Allinson, author of In Moonland

‘Riveting.’  
Publishers Weekly, 

starred review

‘His best so far.’  
Kirkus,  

starred review
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1.

mom called yesterday to ask if I was ready to come home 
yet; I went directly to San Francisco from college, and I’ve 
been in Milpitas for five years now, but she holds fast to her 
theory that eventually I’m coming back to San Luis Obispo. 
“When you get done with your little experiment up there,” she 
says. There are competing wrinkles in the mythical future 
she  imagines for me; in one variant, she retires and finds a 
quaint little house in San Francisco, where I was living until I 
came here. Then we’d only be an hour apart from one another 
instead of three; we might see more of each other on weekends.

“Mom,” I tell her, “nobody can afford to live in San Fran-
cisco anymore.”

“Oh, but that can’t be true,” she says.
“You’re right,” I say, “there are still rich people there. There 

are also people who spend all their money every month on rent 
and food, and have nothing left over.”

“It’s like that everywhere,” Mom says.
“It’s a little less like that here, Mom,” I tell her. She doesn’t 
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believe me. My mother is a prophet of ruin. The last time I 
went home, she kept pointing out places that would be, she 
said, the next to fall— old brick buildings, crumbling strip 
malls, grocery stores.

“Everywhere,” she says again. “You’ll see.” She’s probably 
right. A surveyor walked through the neighborhood last week; 
I watched from my window, and I saw several familiar faces 
doing the same from theirs. But it’s hard for me to imagine 
anyone wanting to do anything to a block like mine. Around 
the corner and down the street, somebody did get a big idea at 
some point in the 1960s, and put up the identical duplexes that 
stand there now in facing rows, one after the other, driveway 
distances between each of them soothingly uniform, unit after 
unit. My block’s the odd man out; there’s not enough of it to 
make it worth anybody’s while, though that didn’t stop some-
body from trying, once.

We kick the ball back and forth for a while, comfortable 
and familiar. “You’d like it if you saw it in the flesh,” I say at one 
point, defending my house against the impression of it she gets 
from the pictures I share on Facebook: my porch with its flak-
ing paint, the nasty seventies chain- link that marks the bound-
ary between my backyard and my neighbor’s, the freeway 
visible in the background.

“But Gage, you’re descended from kings,” she says, for the 
hundredth time in my life, or the five hundredth, or the five 
thousandth; and I smile, because it’s true, it’s all true.

†††

the chandler family’s claim to royal blood traces back for 
generations; the only reason my last name is Chandler and not 
Davidson is that my mother spelled out the terms of engage-
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ment for my father long before she got pregnant. “I’m giving 
the family name to my children,” she’d said. “Take it or leave 
it.” It was the sixties; my dad didn’t care.

It’s hard to say how seriously Mom took any of it; she 
 remembered challenging her own mother, my grandmother, 
 regarding the bloodline, who, without a moment’s hesitation, 
began rattling off a now- lost genealogy that took fifteen min-
utes to recite. “It was like she’d been saving all these names 
up to admonish me with,” Mom told me, wonder in her voice. I 
was twelve; crawling through the library stacks that summer, 
I scouted out dusty, shelf-worn books that listed ancient names 
and estates. There were no Chandlers. Chandler was a work-
ingman’s name, I learned from a reference book— a maker of 
 candles, a city trade. Any and all Chandlers in the genealogies 
were a long way from the castle— even if, as Mom had a habit 
of pointing out whenever the occasion arose, we owned the 
house we lived in free and clear: her pride in the matter so 
 evident, whenever it came up, that it made imagining kings 
further back in the bracket a little harder still.

I wondered, but I didn’t want to press her on the question. 
At some point we’d stopped being royal, I guessed. It can happen 
to the best of families.

But the story traveled with me as I grew up, learning along 
the way to let my mind wander: to tales of kings and princes 
wrongly deposed, sent from the great countryside to London, 
where they learned to live by the work of their hands, pouring 
wax into iron molds they’d spirited out of the castle’s workshops 
as the barbarians sacked the great hall. Carrying their meager 
but vital plunder in packs on backs by night to the outskirts of 
the city, learning their way. The Chandlers, great lights made 
small. I was good at telling stories when I was a kid. It became 
a habit.
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I wrote my first book while finishing my undergraduate de-
gree in journalism at Cal Poly. It didn’t hit the bestseller list, 
but in paperback it found its range. The White Witch of Morro 
Bay is the kind of true crime book around which small cults 
form; I knew about the White Witch from childhood. Her 
reign was my time, broadly speaking: I was three when she 
went to trial. From playground to playground and in every 
after- school haunt, her myth was still intoned with reverence 
and fear. She’d been a teacher at the high school; her legend 
told of how for years she lured young men to her many- 
windowed house overlooking the bay. There, having plied 
them with drink and sapped them of their strength, she would 
drain their blood while they slept; she rendered their bodies 
with flensing tools and then fed them, piece by piece, to the 
fish. It was this detail, the fable ran, that attracted enough at-
tention from the authorities to force her into hiding, from 
which she’d never emerged: the tide turned red one morning 
while summer vacationers bathed in the surf.

The real- life White Witch, Diana Crane, had actually only 
killed two people, both students: high school seniors who, hav-
ing arrived at her apartment unannounced, caught her in a 
headlock before attempting to drag her to her bedroom. She 
was shucking oysters when they showed up; in the struggle, she 
got her knife into the first boy’s eye, and then, looking up to 
find the coconspirator immobilized by the sight of his friend’s 
blood spraying out in jets, launched herself toward him and 
stabbed him in the neck three times. She continued stabbing 
until she felt sure that the present threat to her safety had been 
contained, which is to say, until both boys were dead; later, she 
dragged the bodies, in pieces, to the shore.

It was an ugly scene, and the jury sent her to the gas cham-
ber; the prosecutors convinced them her tale of self- defense 
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was a fabrication, something she’d made up to conceal her true 
nature: a crone- in- training who lived by herself in a seaside 
den, a place whose shelves and countertops boasted all manner 
of obscure arcana whose deeper meaning, they said, indicated 
that the downfall of young men had always been her goal.

Diana Crane’s story was that of a blameless schoolteacher 
who paid a terrible price for defending herself. Nobody involved 
in her prosecution, conviction, and execution had anything to 
be proud about. I still get mad thinking about it. One of the 
boys she’d killed had a track record with women; old class-
mates, now nearing retirement, told me stories as I sat listening 
in vinyl- upholstered recliners under fluorescent lights. They’d 
carried these burdens with them almost their whole lives. Di-
ana Crane had done a service to society by ridding it of Jesse 
Jenkins and Gene Cupp; for her trouble, she’d been strapped 
to a chair and made to breathe poison until she died.

But the popular account omitted everything prior to the 
oyster knife, and from the resultant open question of what 
happened next, schoolchildren and bored night- shift workers 
crafted the White Witch, the one all schoolchildren knew and 
feared: a Bluebeard in reverse, her crime hidden by apartment 
walls and the moon above the bay. In the legend, she’d never 
even been arrested; Diana Crane fled the scene by night, car-
nage in her wake, and, for all anyone knew, was still living 
somewhere by the bay, lying in wait.

The movie they made out of my book later didn’t set any 
box office records, but I got paid up front. I’ve been writing 
about crimes ever since: the crimes people tell stories about, 
and the secret ones our stories seek to conceal.

†††
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i was thirty- seven when I came down to Milpitas. I had five 
books out under my own name and, under a pen name that I 
still keep secret, three paperback serial killer mysteries that 
sold well enough to get stocked in airport bookstores. My life 
was comfortable, if lonely. Ashton, my editor— he has three 
names instead of the usual two, all of which he uses in corre-
spondence: Ashton Williston Clark— emailed me a news clip-
ping about some especially lurid murders. The little town 
where they’d happened was a familiar name to me, not only 
because of the much more widely known case that had briefly 
thrust Milpitas onto the national stage— River’s Edge— but be-
cause a childhood friend of mine had lived there once. Back in 
those days, we’d even kept up a halting correspondence for a 
while, some of the first letters I ever sent or received. “A proof-
reader was doing some fact- checking on a nonfiction book and 
she saw this,” Ashton wrote. “I knew you’d love it.”

I did love it, with a few reservations. It was a very small 
clipping and there weren’t a lot of details. The few choice bits 
were tantalizing enough— dead bodies atop a pyre of pornogra-
phy, cryptograms in graffiti, the specter of teenage Satanic rites 
jolting a sleepy old town awake— but the story seemed to have 
fizzled quickly somehow, which suggested to me that there was 
perhaps less than met the eye of a Mercury News reader in the 
mid- eighties, when catchy copy still meant real advertising dol-
lars. I’d been having ideas about something more baroque and 
gothic than another California suburb.

“I hear you, but I feel like you’re the guy,” he said when I 
called him up to see if he was serious, mentioning my misgiv-
ings up front. “You move down there, you do your thing, you 
meet all the people now that they’re grown up, you make your 
first really big book. You’re ready.”

“I’m tired of California,” I said. “It’s practically all I ever 
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write about. I was thinking of trying to find something in the 
South. Louisiana, maybe.”

“The house is on the market,” he said. “These are your 
people, right? An actual self- made cult, grotto of the porno 
demons, teen devil worshippers in the Santa Clara Valley. You 
move in. Devil House. You move into Devil House. That’s the 
angle here.”

It felt like a joke. “I don’t want to buy a house just to write a 
book about it,” I said.

“It’s kind of a natural extension of your method, don’t you 
think?” Ashton has this way of talking about things as if they 
don’t have any consequences. It’s contagious. I try to be on my 
guard about it.

“Knocking on doors and buying houses are two pretty dif-
ferent things.”

“That’s what makes this a different book,” he said. “That’s 
how it gets bigger. You own the place. It’s yours. Past history 
suggests it takes you about eighteen months to get it together. 
You can turn right around and sell it when you’re done, it’ll be 
like a short- term lease with return on your deposit.”

“Did something happen I don’t know about? My advances 
don’t really cover down payments on houses.”

“Chandler,” he said. “This isn’t the city. There’s not even 
fifty thousand people there. You’ve got to have a decent enough 
credit history after your last few years. Besides, we get a cut 
of  your movie rights. I know you’re not exactly starving out 
there.”

There was quiet for a few seconds.
“Even if you prorate for the down payment you’ll be paying 

less on the mortgage than you pay now on rent in the big city,” 
he said. “Come on. This has your name all over it.”

That call was five years ago, all the way back in December 
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of 2001. This was a different place then; the cracks in the tech 
bubble were still fresh and raw, though property values would 
start to climb again soon enough. I’ve been hard at work ever 
since, but I haven’t turned the book in yet, in part because, while 
this is that book, it’s not the one that my contract obligates 
me to eventually write: DEVIL HOUSE, a work of nonfiction, 
between 80,000– 120,000 words, about the multiple murders com-
mitted in the ADDRESS TK block of Main Street in Milpitas, 
California, on or about the night of November 1, 1986.

It is instead a book about restoring ancient temples to their 
proper estates. I got the idea from my grandfather, I like to say. 
I tried counting up the great- greats it would take to really get 
all the way back, but after a while you lose track and get lost. It 
happens every time. My grandfather, anyway. He lived in a 
castle but never forgot the grassy glades and wooded byways of 
his youth.

2.

the old- fashioned generic answering machine was still 
holding its own against voice mail back in spring of 2002, even 
in burgeoning tech enclaves. I listened, with real pleasure, to 
the sound of moving parts forced into labor far beyond their 
intended life spans. On the outgoing message, a voice burbled 
through the warp and wobble of aging tape, managing to 
sound both bubbly and professional, a hard combination to hit: 
“Thank you for calling New Visions Properties. This is Whit-
ney Burnett. None of our associates can take your call at this 
time.”

It was a woman’s voice, maybe someone in her twenties. I 
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