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PART ONE

November 1980

1

It was the last thing he needed or wanted, a dead ape at the end of his shift, but there it was – a corpse with bad timing. Larry Gibson, one of the night security guards at Primate Park, stood staring at the thing spotlighted in his torch beam – a long-stemmed cruciform of black fur lying less than twenty feet away, face up and palms open on the grassy verge in front of the wire. He didn’t know which of the fifteen species of monkey advertised in the zoo’s product literature this one was, and he didn’t care; all he knew was that he had some decisions to make and fast.

He weighed up what to do with how much he could get away with not doing: he could sound the alarm and stick around to help when and where and if he was needed; or he could simply look the other way and ignore King Kong for the ten remaining minutes of his shift. Plus he craved sleep. Thanks to some Marine-issue bennies he’d popped on Sunday night, he’d been awake for fifty-nine hours straight; his longest ever stretch. The most he’d lasted before was forty-eight hours. It was now Wednesday morning. He’d run out of pills and all the sleep he’d cheated and skipped out on was catching up with him, ganging up in the wings, getting ready to drop on him like a sack of wet cement.

He checked his watch. 5.21 a.m. He needed to get out of here, get home, get his head down, sleep. He had another job starting at one p.m. as a supermarket supervisor. That was for alimony and child support. This gig – cash in hand and no questions asked – was for body and soul and the roof over his head. He really couldn’t afford to fuck it up. Dr Jenny Gold had been dozing with the radio on when she got the phone call from the security guard in Sector 1, nearest the front gate. Something about a dead gorilla, he’d said. She hoped to God it wasn’t Bruce, their star attraction.

Jenny had been the head veterinarian at the zoo ever since it had opened, nine years before. Primate Park had been the brainchild of Harold and Henry Yik, two brothers from Hong Kong, who’d opened the place in direct competition to Miami’s other primate-only zoo, Monkey Jungle. They’d reasoned that while Monkey Jungle was a very popular tourist attraction, its location – South Dade, inland and well away from the beach and hotels – meant it was only doing about 25 per cent of the business it could have done, had it been closer to the tourist dollars. So they’d built Primate Park from scratch in North Miami Beach – right next to a strip of hotels – making it bigger and, so they thought, better than the competition. At its peak they’d had twenty-eight species of monkey, ranging from the expected – chimps, dressed up in blue shorts, yellow check shirts and red sun visors, doing cute, quasi-human tricks like playing mini-golf, baseball and soccer; gorillas, who beat their chests and growled; baboons, who showed off their bright pink bald asses and bared their fangs – along with more exotic species, like dusky titi monkeys, rodent-like lemurs, and the lithe, intelligent brown-headed spider monkeys. Yet Primate Park hadn’t really caught on as an alternative to Monkey Jungle. The latter had been around for close to forty years and was considered a local treasure, one of those slightly eccentric Miami landmarks, like the Ancient Spanish Monastery, South Beach’s Art Deco district, Vizcaya, the Biltmore, and the giant Coppertone sign. The new zoo was seen as too cold, too clinical, too calculating. It was all wrong for the town. Miami was the kind of place where things only worked by accident, not because they were supposed to. The general public stayed away from the new zoo. The Yik brothers started talking about bulldozing Primate Park and converting it into real estate.

And then, last summer, Bruce, one of the four mountain gorillas they had, picked up the stub of a burning cigar a visitor had dropped near him and began puffing away at it, managing to blow five perfect smoke rings in the shape of the Olympic symbol every time he exhaled. Someone had taken pictures of him and sent them to a TV station, which had promptly dispatched a camera crew to the zoo. Bruce put Primate Park on the 6 o’clock news and, from that day on, in the public consciousness too. People flocked to the zoo just to see him. And they were still coming, most of them with cigars, cigarettes and pipes to toss to the gorilla, whose sole activities were now confined to chain-smoking and coughing. They’d had to move him to a separate area because his habit made him stink so much the other gorillas refused to go near him.

Jenny found it inhumane and cruel to do that to an animal, but when she’d complained to the brothers, they’d simply shown her the balance sheets. She was now looking for another job.

When she got to the control room she found the guard staring out of the thick shatterproof window.

‘You the vet?’ he asked when he saw Jenny, his voice brimming with incredulity.

Jenny was petite and youthful in appearance, which led to some people – usually horny men and old ladies – mistaking her for a teenager. She was the only thirty-six-year-old she knew who still had to carry ID to get served in a bar.

‘Yeah, I’m the vet,’ she replied tetchily. She was already in a bad mood because of the election results. Ronald Reagan, a one-time B-movie actor, had won the White House last night. It was hardly unexpected, given Carter’s catastrophic handling of the Iranian hostage crisis and the economy, among other things, but she had hoped the American people wouldn’t be suckered into voting for Ronnie.

‘Where is it?’ she asked him.

‘There.’ He pointed through the window.

They were one floor up, overlooking the gently sloping wide grass verge which separated the zoo’s buildings from the vast man-made jungle where the monkeys lived. It was dark outside, but daylight was just beginning to break through, so she could make out a black mound in the grass, like someone had doused the ground with petrol in the shape of a large capital T and set it alight. She couldn’t be sure what it was.

‘How’d it get through?’

‘Power on the fence musta been off. Happens more times than you’d imagine,’ the guard said, looking down at her. The jungle was surrounded by a high electric fence which gave off a mild shock when touched – enough to stun any monkey who’d want to clamber up and over it.

‘Let’s go down and take a look,’ she said.

They stopped off at the first aid room down the corridor so Jenny could pick up the medical kit and a tranquillizer gun, which she loaded with a dart. It was the biggest gun they had, the Remington RJ 5, usually used to subdue lions and tigers.

‘Are we goin’ outside?’ The guard sounded worried.

‘That’s what I meant by “taking a look”. Why? Is there a problem?’ She looked up at him like he really wasn’t impressing her. They locked stares. She turned on the contempt.

He took the bait. ‘No problem,’ he said in a bassier, more authoritative tone and smiled in a way he must have thought was reassuring but in fact came over as nervous and near rictal.

‘Good.’ She handed him the tranq gun. ‘You know how to use this, right?’

‘Sure do,’ he said.

‘If it wakes up, shoot it anywhere but the head. You got that?’ The guard nodded, smile still in exactly the same place. He was starting to make her nervous. ‘And, if the power’s really down on that fence, we could have company. Some monkeys may come to see what we’re doing. Most of them are harmless, but watch out for the baboons. They bite. Worse than any pitbull. Their teeth’ll cut clean through to the bone.’

She could tell from his eyes that fear was now doing fast laps in his head, but he was still smiling that damn smile. It was as if the lower half of his face was paralysed.

He noticed her staring at his mouth. He ran his tongue quickly under his lips. The speed had dehydrated him so much that the inside of his lips had stuck to his gums.

‘So what do we do if we’re … outnumbered?’

‘Run.’

‘Run?’

‘Run.’

‘Right.’

They went downstairs to the tunnel entrance, Jenny grinning wickedly behind the dumbass security guard as he timidly took each step like he was negotiating a steep rocky hill on his way to his own execution.

‘I’ll open the door; you go out first,’ she said. ‘Approach slowly.’

She handed him the tranquillizer gun and then unlocked and opened the door. He slipped off the safety catch and stepped outside.

They heard the cries of the monkeys – snarls, growls, whoops and roars, guttural and fierce; territories and young ones being protected – all underpinned by the snap and crack of branches being jumped from and to, the dense timpani of leaves and bushes being crashed through. And then there was the smell of the place: the animals, acrid and heady; ammonia; fresh manure and wet hay mixed in with the jungle’s humid earthiness, its blossomings and decay, things ripening, things growing, things going back into the soil.

Larry approached on tiptoe, coming in from the side as instructed. The vet shone a torch on the ape, which lay some twenty feet away, still not moving. As he got closer he saw that the beast’s fur had a slight metallic green tinge to it, as if there were sequins strewn across its body.

He heard it make a sound. He stopped and listened more closely, because it had only been the faintest of noises, something that could quite easily have come from elsewhere. Then he heard it again. It was faint and painful breathing, a low moan, barely audible over the sing-song of the dawn birds now coming from the nearby trees.

‘I think it’s alive,’ he whispered to the vet. ‘Sounds hurt. Bring the light in closer.’

He stood where he was with the tranquillizer gun pointed at the prostrate animal’s side, his finger on the trigger. The vet approached. The animal’s moaning got a little louder as the light on it grew brighter. It didn’t sound like breathing now, pained or otherwise. It was more of a whining drone, which reminded Larry of the time he’d once trapped a hornet under a whisky glass. The thing had attacked the glass with everything it had, trying to get out, flying at it, butting it, stinging it, getting angrier and angrier with every failed attempt until it had died of exhaustion.

The vet came in closer. Larry didn’t move. His hands were getting wet holding the gun.

‘What – the – HELL!’ the vet shouted.

The ape woke up. It raised its head off the ground.

They stepped back. The noise grew louder, a kind of high-pitched hum came out of its mouth. Then, suddenly, with a speed belying its bulk, the animal sprang to its feet and rushed at them.

Larry pushed the vet away and heard her scream. The light was gone. He fired his gun. The dart must have missed because the animal kept coming straight at him with a hideous dull whistling scream, like the noise of a lathe cutting through sheet metal, amplified to an excruciatingly sharp pitch.

Larry went for his pistol, but before he could get his hand to it he was hit everywhere and from every angle by a blizzard of small hard pellets. They smashed into his hands, ears, neck, legs, arms, chest. They stung exposed flesh. They got up his nostrils and down his earholes. He opened his mouth and screamed. They shot down his throat and massed on his tongue and bounced around the inside of his cheeks.

He fell on the grass, spitting, coughing and retching, confused and giddy, still expecting to be trampled and mauled by the ape, wondering where it was and what was taking it so long.

Jenny rushed back to the control room and dialled 911. She was immediately put on hold. She looked out of the window at the security guard still spluttering his guts out on the floor. She felt sorry for him. He hadn’t realized what he was looking at until it was too late.

When the operator took her call Jenny asked for two ambulances – one for the security guard who’d swallowed a mouthful of blowflies and the other for the body of the dead man those same flies had been feasting on before the guard had disturbed them.
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‘Who said this was murder?’ Detective Sergeant Max Mingus asked his partner, Joe Liston, as they pulled up outside the entrance to Primate Park in Joe’s green’ 75 Buick convertible.

‘No one,’ Joe replied.

‘So what we doin’ here?’

‘Our J-O-B,’Joe said. They’d been driving to Miami Task Force headquarters when the dispatcher’s call had come through. Primate Park was on the way. Max hadn’t heard any of it because he’d been fast asleep, face pancaked against the window. Joe had filled him in along the way. ‘We’ll just keep the turf warm till the right people show up. What’ve we gotta rush off to? Three feet of paperwork and a bad hangover? You in some kind of hurry to get to that?’

‘Good point,’ Max replied. The pair were feeling the election-night drinks they’d had at the Evening Coconut the night before. The Coco – as they called it – was a downtown bar close not only to their HQ but in the heart of the Miami business community. Plainclothes cops interfaced with the after hours white-collar crowd who worked in the nearby banks, law firms, publishers, ad agencies and real estate brokers. They’d buy cops drinks and plug them for war stories, listening awed and wide-eyed like deranged children to tales of shoot-outs, serial killers and gruesome mutilations. Many an affair had started there, overworked, stressed-out execs with no lives outside their careers, finding soul mates in overworked, stressed-out cops with no lives outside their jobs – or vocations, as some called their work, because the money wasn’t shit for the risks they took. And the bar was also great for picking up extra employment, anything from basic building security to consultancy to private investigations. Max and Joe didn’t go there that often, and when they did it was strictly to drink. They didn’t like talking about their jobs with strangers and therefore, between them, emanated such hostility that civilians stayed well away.

The cheers when Reagan’s victory was announced on the bar’s four TVs had been as deafening as the chorus of insults and boos hurled at the screens when Carter had appeared, conceding defeat with tears in his eyes. Joe had felt deeply uneasy. A lifelong registered Democrat, he’d liked and admired Jimmy Carter. He’d considered him honest and decent, and, above all, a man of principle. But every other cop in town hated Carter because of the Mariel Boatlift fiasco. Thanks to him, they said, being a cop in Miami now was a nightmare.

From 15 April until 31 October, Fidel Castro had expelled 125,000 people from Cuba to the US in flotillas of leaking boats. Although many of the refugees were dissidents with their families, Castro took the opportunity to – in his words – ‘flush Cuba’s toilets on America’. He’d emptied his country’s streets of all winos, beggars, prostitutes and cripples, purged its prisons and mental hospitals of their most vicious and violent inmates and sent them over as well. In those six months, crime in Miami had rocketed. Homicides, armed robberies, home invasions and rapes were all way up and the cops couldn’t handle it. Already understaffed and underfunded, they’d been caught completely off-guard. They’d never come face to face with this new breed of criminal – Third World poor, First World envious; nothing to lose, everything to gain; violence coming to them without thought or remorse.

Then, to make matters much worse, on 17 May Miami had been torn apart by the worst race riot since Watts. The previous December Arthur McDuffie, an unarmed black man who’d been doing stunts on his motorcycle in the early hours of the morning, had been beaten into a coma by four white officers after a high-speed chase. The officers had tried to cover up the beating by claiming it was an accident. McDuffie later died from his injuries and the officers went on trial. Despite fairly conclusive evidence of their guilt, they were acquitted by an all-white jury. The city had exploded, as its black community had decided to vent an anger stoked by years of resentment against police harassment and injustice.

And yet, despite this, Joe had put off voting until the very last moment. Reagan wasn’t someone he trusted or liked the look of, and the only film of his he’d ever enjoyed had been The Killers, where he’d had a minor role as a hitman’s victim.

Max had had no such qualms about voting for Reagan. He’d bled and breathed Republican since the day Joe had met him, ten years before, when Max was a rookie and they’d partnered up in patrol. Max had been a Nixon man then, and he still had good things to say about him, Watergate or no Watergate.

Max looked at the entrance to Primate Park.

‘Who the fuck’d want to bring their kids here – except as a punishment?’

‘Exactly what I thought.’ Joe laughed. ‘Brought my nephew Curtis here. Kid’s five. He wanted to see some real monkeys. So I gave him a choice of here, which was closest, or Monkey Jungle over in South Dade. When we pulled up where we’re at now, Curtis starts bawlin’ and says he ain’t goin’ in.’

‘So where d’you go?’

‘Monkey Jungle.’

‘He like it?’

‘Nah, them monkeys scared him half to death.’

Max laughed aloud.

The gateway to Primate Park was in the shape of a twenty-five-foot-high black roaring gorilla head. Visitors walked through a gate in the open mouth, passing under its bared pointed teeth, followed every step of the way by its enraged eyes. The high surrounding wall on either side of the entrance was also painted with monkey heads, meant to represent every species in the park, but they were angry renditions, capturing the primates at their most bestial and intimidating, savages completely beyond the reach of human temperance. How someone ever thought the design would be a crowd-puller was a mystery.

They got out of the car. Max stretched and yawned and rolled his neck while Joe got the crime-scene materials he kept in the trunk – green, powder-filled latex gloves, wooden tongue depressors, glassine evidence bags and envelopes, a Polaroid camera, and a pot of Vicks mentholated grease they’d smear on their upper lips to ward off the stench of death.

They made an odd pair, the two detectives, Jenny thought, as she watched them going about their business, talking to witnesses and inspecting the body on the grass. They couldn’t have been more different. Mingus, the white one, was brusque to the point of rudeness. When he’d introduced himself and his partner, Detective Liston, she’d smelled stale booze and cigarettes on him. He looked like he’d slept in his car, if at all. His clothes – black chinos, grey sports coat, open-necked white shirt – were crumpled and hung off him like they wanted to be on someone else; he was unshaven and his close-cropped dark brown hair needed a good combing. He was squat, solid and broad, with big shoulders and little to no neck separating them from his head. He was a good-looking guy – behind the stubble and the bloodshot blue eyes – but there was an air of unpleasantness about him, a sense of a tightly coiled meanness just waiting to spring and sting. She was sure he was the kind of cop who beat the crap out of suspects and gave his girlfriend – he had no wedding ring – hell at home.

Detective Liston was a well-groomed black man in a navy blue suit, light blue shirt and matching tie with a gold clip. He looked like a sales rep for a big corporation just starting his day. He asked her questions about finding the body, whether she’d seen or heard anything suspicious the previous night, what she’d been doing. He was professional, very much by the book, but he was also genuinely courteous and engaging, to the point where she wished she knew more so she could help him out. He reminded her of Earl Campbell, the running back. Same height, same build, same demeanour. Like his partner, he had no wedding ring.

‘Looks like he’s been dead two weeks,’ Max said, undoing his shirtsleeves, folding them over the cuffs of his jacket and pushing them up to his elbows, the way he always did whenever he was inspecting a cadaver. It was just in case he needed to stick his hand into a wound to retrieve an important fragment of evidence.

‘Smells like three,’ Joe said, turning away from the stench, which had broken through the barrier of Vicks and gotten up his nose and into his stomach. It was as intense as it was vile, like a whole dead cow left in a dumpster in high summer. He didn’t know how Max could stand to get in so close.

The body was that of a black man, naked, and in an advanced stage of decomposition. It was swollen and misshapen, pumped up with a cocktail of malign gasses emanating from the liquefying insides; the skin was stretched as tight as it could go, in places semi-transparent like gauze, allowing glimpses of the body’s afterlife, the shadowy movements of the parasitical worms and insects now colonizing it.

The mouth was completely covered in a grotesque pout of busy fleshflies – told apart from common blowflies by their candy-striped black and white bodies. The eyes were long gone, as were their lids, both eaten by insects. The sockets had become two teeming nests of writhing maggots, the colour and texture of rancid butter. They were being picked off one by one by an orderly procession of metallic-green hister beetles, which were travelling in single file up from the corpse’s left ear, grabbing a maggot in their jaws, pulling them out of their communal home and carrying them, wriggling fiercely, back into the right ear, in parallel descending streams. Viewed from above, it looked like the black man’s squirming eye sockets were crying big shiny green tears.

Max and Joe were the only ones near the body. The paramedics were tending to the security guard who’d discovered it and swallowed a mouthful of flies for his trouble. They were explaining what stomach-pumping involved. He was talking about needing coffee. Two North Miami PD officers were standing away to the left, one young, one old, fingers hooked around their belts, smoking cigarettes, looking bored. The rest of the Park staff had all congregated in the public tunnel and were watching the scene through the wire. Neither forensics nor back-up had arrived.

Meanwhile, behind them, Max and Joe could hear the zoo’s inmates getting increasingly restless. Ever since they’d arrived they’d heard loud, fearsome roars coming from the trees. It sounded like a lion, only angrier and edgier, with more to prove. Howler monkeys – the veterinarian had explained with a smile, when she’d seen Max and Joe exchange worried looks – it was what they did in the morning to warn off any competition: nothing to be scared of, they were harmless, all bark, no bite. Then they’d heard more sounds, coming from other kinds of monkey – screeches, hollering, howls and something like the high-speed cackling of a hen on steroids. The noises, uninhibited and completely abandoned, came together in a mad primal cacophony, not unlike a bar filled with drunks speaking in tongues.

There was plenty of accompanying movement in the jungle too, the unmistakable sound of disturbance, crashings in the trees and bushes, branches snapping, things being knocked over and broken, all of it getting louder, clearer and closer.

Max looked over at the jungle – an impressive but completely incongruous legion of tropical trees, too tall and wide for the area of flatland they occupied and way too tall for Miami – and clearly saw monkeys, lots and lots of them, hopping from branch to branch and tree to tree, heading towards the high perimeter fence.

Max stood up and walked over to the corpse’s feet. The ends of the toes had turned completely black and sticky. He noticed puncture marks in the legs, teeth and claw marks, all of them leaking clear slimy fluid, some already squirming and yellowy with maggot nests.

He looked along the body and into the trees, then returned his gaze to the area of grass beyond the feet. A stretch of grass behind and beyond the head, approximately the width of the dead man’s shoulders, was lying flat. The grass in front of the toes, leading to the main building, was upright. The body had been dragged here.

Max got up and began to walk towards the jungle, looking down the whole time. He traced the trail of flattened grass all the way back to the forty-foot-high wire fence. There was a sign on it, a big stark banner warning of electrocution. It was the same kind of fence they had in maximum security prisons, only theirs hummed with lethal current. This one was quiet. Which meant it wasn’t working.

He reached the beginning of the trail. It ended at the gate. He tried it. It was open.

Something on the grass to his right caught his eye. He turned around and found himself looking at a row of eight monkeys sitting on their haunches, staring right at him. They were beige, apart from their arms, shoulders and heads, which were light grey. Their faces were also grey, except for the area around their eyes and nose, which was a horizontal figure of eight in white, like the Lone Ranger mask, while their eyes and mouths were surrounded in black borders. How long had they been there? Had they dragged the body over? He couldn’t exactly ask them.

Suddenly he heard heavy footfalls from behind the fence. Two large, ginger-haired monkeys with long flabby chins were leaning over a log, glaring at him like two badass desperadoes in a saloon bar, waiting to be served. How long before they came through?

Max hurriedly returned to the body. More people had arrived – two more uniforms, medics, the forensics team and a guy who seemed to have come straight off a yacht, if his clothes were anything to go by: white duck pants, espadrilles, a blue blazer and a red cravat. He was talking to Joe.

Max beckoned his partner over.

‘Our guy died in there.’ He motioned to the jungle. ‘Musta stunk the place out so bad the monkeys dragged him out. Forensics’ll have to go in.’

‘Even if there isn’t another crime in the city for a whole month, we still don’t have the manpower to cover an area that big.’

‘I know, Joe, but it’s not our problem once the local dicks get here. Any word on when that’ll be?’

Joe was about to answer when the man in the blazer got between them.

‘Are you in charge here?’ he asked Max.

‘Who are you?’ Max looked at him like he was a piece of shit who’d grown legs and a mouth. He had round rimless glasses and reddish blond hair, thinning to a threadbare strip in front, like a short length of moth-eaten carpet.

‘Ethan Moss, director.’ He held out his hand. Max ignored it. ‘How long will you be?’

‘However long it takes,’ Max said.

‘How about an estimate?’

‘Forensics have to do their job.’ Max nodded to the team working over the body, while uniforms were planting metal rods in the ground and cordoning off the area with black and yellow tape. ‘If this turns out to be a homicide, the whole place could be shut down for weeks.’

‘Weeks?’ Moss went pale, then looked at his watch. ‘You’ve got two hours at the most. We’ve got VIPs coming.’

‘Not today you haven’t, sir.’ Max kept the officious side of polite. ‘This is a crime scene. You can’t open for business until we’re through.’

‘You don’t understand, Detective. Time is money.’ Moss was panicking. ‘We’re expecting a Japanese film crew. They’re shooting a commercial.’

‘Sir, it’s outta my hands,’ Max said. We’re just following procedure.’

‘But, you don’t understand, Detective. They’ve come all the way from Tokyo. It took months of negotiation.’

‘I’m really sorry about that, sir, but you’ve got a dead body here. A crime may have been committed. This is a police investigation. That supersedes everything else. OK?’ Max spoke slowly, feeling a little sorrier for the guy because he looked like his balls were on the line, his feet stuck in cement and he’d just heard the express train whistle. ‘Can’t you film someplace else?’

‘No. It has to be here. It’s in the contract. Bruce in his natural environment.’ Moss turned to look towards the jungle.

‘Bruce? Who’s Bruce?’ Max asked.

‘You mean you haven’t heard of him? Bruce – our gorilla?’

‘You got a gorilla … called Bruce?’ Max smiled, looking over at Joe, who’d heard and was mouthing ‘fuck you’ at him.

‘Yes. That’s right. What’s so funny?’ Moss snapped.

‘Oh, nothing – private joke,’ Max replied. ‘So what’s Bruce do that’s got the Japs interested? He sing?’ He looked at Joe again and winked.

‘No. He smokes.’

‘Smokes?’

‘Yes – smokes.’

‘Like what – cigarettes?’ Max was incredulous.

‘Yes, Detective, cigarettes, cigars. He smokes,’ Moss answered. ‘I can tell you don’t watch TV. Bruce has been all over the news.’

‘For smoking?’

‘That’s right,’ Moss said, ‘and the Sendai cigarette company has paid us a lot of money to use Bruce in their ad campaign.’

‘Jesus!’ Max shook his head, shocked and incredulous at human cruelty. He smoked himself, but it was an informed decision – albeit a stupid one he was starting to regret. The animal didn’t have a choice.

‘Look – Detective Mingus,’ Moss took another tack, dropping his voice a few notches and drawing closer to Max, who knew what was coming, ‘couldn’t we make some sort of, er, arrangement. I’m in a spot here –’

He didn’t get much further because he was interrupted by a loud commotion to their right.

A uniformed cop, who’d been putting up a cordon around the scene had just fallen flat on his face. He was shouting and swearing and yelling for somebody to come and help him. His legs were tied together with the same tape he’d been using to close off the space around the body. What at first looked like a stupid prank on the part of a colleague, became a matter of public hilarity when one of the beige monkeys Max had seen jumped on the cop’s back and started bouncing up and down, clapping its paws, grinning and squawking like a manic bird. The officer tried to knock it off, first with his left hand, then his right, but the monkey deftly leapt over the swiping hands, causing the zoo staff watching from the tunnel to cheer. This pissed the cop off. Furiously, he pulled himself to his feet, most likely thinking he’d rid himself of the animal that way. But the monkey wrapped its tail tight around the officer’s forehead and clung to him while he hopped around screaming for help.

Moss went over, but the monkey saw him coming and scampered away across the grass. Moss took out a penknife and cut through the plastic tape around the cop’s ankles. Once free, the cop got back up and ran off after the monkey.

Suddenly there was a gunshot.

The police automatically hit the deck, everyone else panicked; a few screamed. The sounds of the jungle suddenly died.

At first Max thought the officer had shot the monkey, but then he heard agonized sobbing and moaning and saw that the cop was on the ground, clutching his left leg below the knee. A few metres away, the monkey was sitting on its haunches, nearly motionless and completely subdued, staring at them all. The animal was evenly spattered, head to foot, in red. Standing in a row behind it, were the other monkeys. The blood-soaked monkey turned and joined the others.

Max got up and raced over to the officer. As he drew closer, he noticed the monkeys were doing a kind of Mexican wave.

Blood was pouring out of the officer’s leg, running over his hands.

‘What happened?’ Max asked.

‘I just got fuckin’ shot!’ the cop gasped.

‘You got shot?’

The officer’s holster was empty. Max looked for the gun, but couldn’t see it anywhere.

Then he realized what the monkeys were really doing.

They had the gun – a black .44 Smith & Wesson Special service revolver – and they were tossing it to each other, underarm, down the line, like a football; passing and catching.

Behind him, everyone was up on their feet. Joe and a paramedic were running over.

Max heard the unmistakable sound of a hammer being cocked. He turned and saw the gun bouncing down the line of fur and grinning teeth, primed to fire. Without looking away, he held up his hand and motioned for Joe and the medic to get down. Joe shouted the command over to the others, who all hit the deck.

Max grabbed the officer by the collar and dragged him back towards the building. Looking over his shoulder he couldn’t help but notice what was going on in the background, by the fence. The gate was wide open and dozens of monkeys were spilling out onto the grass and heading towards them, led, it seemed, by the two large ginger primates he’d last seen on the other side. They stopped a few feet behind the beige ones. Max picked up speed – the wounded officer screaming as he bumped along the ground.

The beige primates had up until now been happily playing pass-the-lethal-weapon. Then, one of them turned around and noticed the ginger badasses coming up behind them, droopy chins swinging like irate pendulums.

Suddenly, the badasses roared so ferociously and so deafeningly loud they drowned out the sound of the gun going off. Max saw the flash and the smoke and threw himself to the ground. One of the beige monkeys was down on its back, but it scrambled to its feet and ran straight for Max in its desire to get away from the ginger primates and the horde of other beasts the jungle was disgorging – gorillas, baboons, chimpanzees, macaques, great apes, orangutans – now advancing on the crime scene at a fast clip.

As Max got up, the monkey jumped in his arms. The thing was shaking with terror and very very smelly. Max turned and ran, carrying the animal in one arm and dragging the cop with the other. He ran towards the open door of the building where cops, medics, forensics, Park staff and his own partner were pushing each other to get inside before they were overrun by screeching, excited primates. Max, the monkey and the cop were the last in.

The corpse stayed where it was, soon once again disappearing under the bodies of other species.
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Gemma Harlan, medical examiner at the Dade County Morgue, liked to play music when she performed autopsies; something soothing, but at a loud enough volume to drown out the procedure’s unique noises – the sawing and hammering of bone, the sticky squelch of a face being peeled back from a skull, the occasional farts and belches of released gasses – sounds of life’s straggler particles leaving the building seconds before demolition. And then there were other things the music helped her get away from, the little things she hated most about her job, such as the way the spinning sawblades sometimes smoked as the bone dust landed on the hot metal and gave off a sour, ammoniac smell; the toxic aerosol jets the same saws sometimes threw back when they hit soft tissue; the way the exposed brain sometimes reminded her of a big ugly shellfish when she’d pulled the calvarium away from the lower skull. The music also drowned out the feeling that was always with her since she’d turned forty two years ago, a lengthening shadow with an icy cold centre. It was the notion that one day she would end up someplace like this too – an empty shell, her vital organs cut out, weighed, dissected then thrown away, her brain pickled and then examined, cause of death confirmed, noted down, filed away, another stat.

She hit the play button on her portable cassette deck. Burt Bacharach and His Orchestra Play the Hits of Burt Bacharach and Hal David – instrumental versions of those beautiful sunny songs she so loved and cherished, no vocals to distract her.

‘This Guy’s in Love with You’ came out of the speakers as she looked down at her first cadaver of the morning – the John Doe found in Primate Park, whose discovery had sparked a mass breakout by the zoo’s entire population of monkeys. Four days later they were still recovering them all over Miami and beyond. Many had died, either hit by cars or shot by people who thought they were burglars, aliens or dangerous. One had been found lynched. A few had escaped out into the Everglades where they’d joined the dozens of exotic pets dumped there by their owners every year. Lions, tigers, wolves, pythons, boas had all been spotted in the swamp.

Gemma worked with three other people. There were two pathologists of opposing levels of competence – Javier, originally from El Salvador, was almost as good as her, whereas Martin, five years into the job, still occasionally threw up when the sawing started – and an autopsy assistant, or diener, as they were known in the trade. The city’s medical budget didn’t stretch to hiring one full time so they usually had to make do with either a med school student on work experience, or someone from the police academy. These greenhorns usually all either puked, fainted, or both. It was here Martin proved invaluable. He’d played a little football in his youth and was still quick on his feet. He’d catch the falling interns before they hit the ground thus preventing injuries and lawsuits. Of course this was dependent on him being upright at the time of crisis, which he usually was. He still had a jock’s pride about fainting in front of an intern.

Death had changed a lot in Miami since the cocaine explosion of the mid-seventies. Prior to that the bodies she’d inspected had been victims of gunshots, stabbings, beatings, drownings, poisonings – crimes of passion, home invasions, street and store robberies, suicides; although she’d occasionally also had to inspect the results of political assassinations and piece together the remnants of a mob hit which had floated to shore in instalments stuffed in oil drums. Cocaine had made her job far more complicated. The drug gangs didn’t simply kill their victims, they liked to torture them to within an inch of their lives first, which meant she spent more time on a body because she had to be sure the victim hadn’t died from the barbaric suffering he or she had been put through before they were dispatched. Even the weapons were excessive. When they used guns, they didn’t use pistols or even shotguns, they used machine guns and automatic rifles, riddling bodies with so many bullets it often took most of a working shift just to dig them all out. There was a hell of a lot of peripheral death too: innocents caught in the crossfire or having the misfortune to be in some way related to an intended target. Gemma had never seen anything like it, not even when she’d worked in New York. Miami had gone from having a below average murder rate, when it was predominantly home to Jewish retirees, Cuban refugees and anti-Fidelistas, to the off-the-chart-and-still-rising homicide epidemic it was experiencing now.

The morgue was full. They’d recently had to lease refrigerator trucks from Burger King to store the overflow.

She needed a break, a long one, or maybe she needed to change jobs. She didn’t even like Miami anymore. What had seemed like a great place to live after the dysfunctional urban nightmare of New York, now seemed like more of the same, only with better weather and different accents.

First she examined the outside of the body, noting for the record that it was completely hairless. Shortly before his death, John Doe had had a full body shave. Even his eyelashes has been trimmed off.

‘Don’t the hair and nails, like, keep growing after you’re dead?’ a young and unfamiliar voice piped up behind her. It was today’s diener, Ralph. They’d only met five minutes ago, so she didn’t know what he looked like because she could only see his eyes – blue and intelligent – under his green overalls and face mask.

‘That’s the movie version,’ Gemma said, with a weary sigh. She was glad she’d never gone into teaching. She didn’t believe in fighting losing battles. How could you compete with Hollywood myths? ‘After death, the skin around the hair and fingernails loses water and shrinks. And when it shrinks it retracts, making the nails and hair look longer, and therefore giving the impression they’ve grown. But they haven’t really. It’s an illusion. Like the movies. OK?’

He nodded. She could see from his eyes that it had gone in, that he’d learned something new today.

She carried on, noting the sixteen puncture marks around the lips – eight above and eight below, as well as a series of deep indentations along the lips themselves, some of which had broken the skin. The mouth had been sewn up.

She looked at the nose and saw a puncture mark on either side, right through the middle, very slightly encrusted with dried blood; on the underside of the nostrils was a small horizontal cut, the same width as the marks on the lips. Nose sewn up too. The object used to make the hole had been thick and long, a needle, she estimated, with an eye wide enough to hold something with the density of a guitar or violin string, which was what she thought had been used to fasten the mouth and nose. She’d seen this before a couple of times, but she couldn’t remember the specifics. Once here, once in New York; some kind of black magic ritual. She made a note to cross-reference it on the computer if she had the time and that was a big if.

‘Are we going to look inside the head?’ Javier asked. She usually left that to him.

‘Depends what the insides tell us.’

‘The Look of Love’ began to play as she made the T-incision from shoulders to mid-chest and all the way down to the pubis. It was around about now that the dieners would start dropping.

She opened up the body and inspected its insides. It was a predictable sight, looking a lot like a butcher’s shop might two weeks after the owners had suddenly closed it up and abandoned it with all the contents inside. The organs hadn’t just changed colour – reds and maroons had turned shades of grey-blue – they’d started losing their shape too, becoming viscous, and some had been disconnected from the main framework and shifted position because hungry insects had eaten through the cabling. Surprisingly Ralph and Martin had hung on in there. Ralph even looked like he was enjoying himself.

Gemma took a large syringe and extracted blood and fluid from the heart, lungs, bladder and pancreas. Then she spiked the stomach and started filling the syringe barrel with a sample of its contents – a green liquid, the colour of spinach water – but then something solid got sucked up by the needle and blocked it.

After they’d removed and weighed the organs one by one, she sliced open the stomach and emptied its contents into a glass container – more green liquid came out, murky at first, then clearing as a gritty white sediment with the consistency of sand floated to the bottom of the receptacle, followed by small shiny dark scraps of something that could have been plastic.

She noticed the stomach wasn’t quite empty; there was something that hadn’t come out. She opened it up a little more and saw a pale, sticky greyish ball of matter stuck to the lining. It reminded her of a shrunken golf ball. When she held it up to the light she saw it wasn’t a single object, but small overlapping squares compacted into a ball.

Using tweezers she tugged and pulled at the ball until she’d managed to prise loose one of the squares. It was about a third of an inch long, made of cardboard, printed on both sides, miraculously intact despite the digestive process. One side was black, the other was multicoloured – reds, yellows, oranges, blues – but she couldn’t make out the design.

She unpicked the rest of the bundle, laying out the squares one by one at the end of the slab, until she found herself staring at a jigsaw.

She spent the next hour piecing it together. Fifteen minutes in, she began to recognize the thing she was assembling.

The image she had before her was familiar, but the design differed in many ways. The drawing was more sophisticated, more detailed, the colours richer and more vibrant – what there was of it, because it wasn’t complete. At least a quarter was missing. She guessed where she’d find it.

‘Javier, open up his throat,’ she said.

The victim had choked to death on the remaining cardboard squares.

When Javier had finished and handed her nine missing pieces, she completed the jigsaw.

It was a tarot card depicting a man sitting on a throne with a golden crown on his head. The crown was in the shape of a castle turret and studded with brilliant red rubies. In his left hand he held a blood-flecked gold sword, blade plunged into the ground; in his right fist a thick chain was wrapped tightly around his knuckles. The chain was fitted to a black mastiff who lay at his right side, head raised, teeth half bared, paws out in front. The dog’s eyes were bright red and it had a forked tongue, to go with its mean, bad-tempered expression on their faces, an anger caught midway to eruption. Despite where it had been and what it had been through, and the fact that it was in pieces, the card seemed very much alive. She found herself staring at it, enraptured by its terrible beauty, unable to pull herself away. This was like no other card she’d ever seen. The man on the throne had no face. In its stead was the blank, plain white outline of a head. It seemed like it might have been a printing error, given the richness of the detail, but the more she studied it, the more she felt the design was intentional.

‘You know tarot?’ Javier said behind her.

‘What?’ She turned around, then laughed. ‘No. I don’t believe in that kind of stuff.’

‘The King of Swords,’ Javier explained, looking down at the foot of the mortuary slab. ‘The card represents a man of great power and influence, an aggressive man also. It can mean a valuable ally or a fearsome enemy, depending on where and how it turns up in the reading.’

‘Is that right?’ Gemma said. ‘So what does it mean when it turns up in someone’s stomach?’
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‘Preval Lacour,’ Max read off a photostatted report as Joe drove. ‘Forty-four years old. Haitian. Became a US citizen in 1976. Taxpayer, registered Republican, churchgoer, married, four kids. Good credit score, home owner, modest Amex debt. Recently became the proud owner – with his business partner, Guy Martin – of a lot of real estate in Lemon City. He was plannin’ to redevelop it. No priors, no record, no nothing. I don’t get it.’ He looked at Joe over the pages. ‘Here’s a guy well on his way to getting his piece of the American Dream. No history of mental illness, or violence. No drugs or alcohol in his system. How and why the fuck did it all go so wrong?’

‘People go crazy, Max,’ Joe said. ‘Sometimes somethin’ just slips. You know how it is. We see it all the time.’

‘I’d say somethin’ more than just “slipped” with this guy.’ Max continued reading from the report. ‘He killed his business partner and secretary. Why? These were childhood friends, godfathers to each other’s kids, never known to have had a serious quarrel, business was on the up.’ Max turned the page. ‘Then he puts the bodies in his trunk and drives over to Fort Lauderdale and kills Alvaro and Frida Cuesta. Then he drives over to Primate Park, breaks in and chokes to death on his own vomit – all in seventy-two hours.

‘The other people he killed, the Cuestas: they were his main business rivals. They went head to head over the Lemon City project. But the Cuestas lost out. Why kill ’em? And there was a third guy in the running too – Sam Ismael, Haitian, Lemon City local, runs a voodoo store. He was the lucky one. He was out of town the day Lacour went on the rampage, otherwise he might’ve been murdered too. The whole thing’s insane. Don’t make sense.’

‘Sometimes it just never does.’ Joe sighed.

They were on US1, driving towards Kendall. It had been two weeks since they’d found Preval Lacour’s body in Primate Park. The incident had made the national news, thanks to the hundreds of monkeys which had escaped from the zoo and run riot all over Miami and beyond.

Lacour’s fingerprints had been taken at the morgue and run through the computer. Five days later the machine had matched them to the murders of Guy Martin and Theresa Morales in a Hialeah motel and to the Cuestas in Fort Lauderdale. Lacour’s car – a black Mercedes saloon – had been spotted speeding away from the scene. A witness had taken down the number plate and phoned it in.

Lacour had dumped the Mercedes in a car park in North Miami Beach, where it had stayed until the weekend before the Primate Park discovery. A caretaker had noticed a horrific smell coming from the car and called the police who had found the decomposing bodies of Lacour’s business partner and secretary.

Now Max and Joe were going to Lacour’s home address. Max had called the house before heading over to North Miami, but there had been no response. He’d checked with Missing Persons. Nothing on record.

‘And what about that shit they found in his stomach?’ Max flicked through to the autopsy notes and read out the inventory. ‘A tarot card, sand – mixed with bits of ground-up bone, possibly human, as yet unconfirmed – plus vegetable matter, also as yet unidentified.’

‘Sounds like some kind of potion,’ Joe said.

‘His lips had been sewn up, nose too.’ Max closed the report and threw it on the back seat. What d’you think about that? Some kinda ritual?’

‘I ain’t thinkin’ too hard ’bout this one,’ Joe answered, ‘’cause it ain’t gonna be our problem after next week.’

‘True.’ Max lit a cigarette and wound down the window. As of the following Monday, North Miami PD took back the case, which had been theirs in the first place, as the body had been found in their jurisdiction and the matter wasn’t deemed either urgent or sensitive enough to be dealt with by the Miami Task Force – commonly known to cops and the press as the MTF – which Max and Joe worked for. North Miami PD, sinking under the burden of a record number of unsolved homicides, had begged MTF to handle the Primate Park stiff, but they for their part were under exactly the same pressure, if not more so because, as Dade County’s supposed elite task force, they were expected to solve crimes at lightning pace. Max and Joe had thirteen unsolved homicides and twenty-two missing persons on the case board in their office. And Eldon Burns, their boss, was breathing down their necks hard, screaming at them to bring him ‘Results, results, results – GOOD. SOLID. FUCKEN’. RESULTS!’

Theoretically they shouldn’t even have been out here, working the Primate Park case, but Max had wanted to get out of the office and do something simple to accomplish and tick off. He and Joe always did this whenever they hit a wall with their cases – look for something easy to do and solve and then come back to their problems with renewed confidence and a fresh perspective.

They headed down North Kendall Drive, passing the Dadeland Mall. The previous July the mall had been the scene of one of the worst shootings in living memory. A posse of cocaine cowboys had rolled up on a rival and his bodyguard and sprayed them with submachine-gun fire in the middle of the day when the place was crowded with shoppers. The incident had put Kendall on the map. Prior to that it had been one of Miami’s best kept secrets, known only to real estate brokers and locals.

If you had money and craved attention you lived in Coral Gables, where guides would point out your house to tourists with Instamatics, otherwise you made your home in Kendall. Part of its appeal lay in its anonymity. Drive through it and you wouldn’t know you were there. It could have been anywhere residential, its main streets lined with modest houses sporting flagpoles and the occasional motor boat outside. Beyond the main streets lay larger, more expensive houses, but you’d need to know where you were going to find them. The area appealed to the retired or semi-retired, who liked the fact that it was far enough away from the beach to avoid the hustle and bustle of tourism, but still close enough to central Miami for shopping, socializing and emergencies. Kendall was also especially popular with ex-dictators and their henchmen, fugitive foreign embezzlers, exposed conmen, political exiles, lapsed criminals and disgraced public figures from all walks and stumbles of life.

Before he’d spun out of control, Preval Lacour had been doing OK. He’d lived on Floyd Patterson Avenue, a road lined with arching banana palms where all the houses were situated inside gated compounds with their own private security, closed-circuit cameras and individual hotlines to the emergency services. This way of living – away from the street and under armed guard – was becoming more and more popular with upper-income Miamians scared by the city’s escalating crime rate. Home invasions had risen by 150 per cent in the last six months alone, and they’d become far more violent: where once criminals would have tied up the homeowners before making off with their money and belongings, now savage beatings and rapes were commonplace, as were murder and arson.

They stopped outside the entrance to the Melon Fields estate, Lacour’s address. Max badged a security guard behind a double gate and told him who they’d come to see.

‘Now this is some livin’,’ Joe said as they drove into a wide cobbled courtyard with an ornate water fountain in the centre, depicting four dolphins, back to back, frozen in a midair leap, water coming out of their open mouths and landing in a wide round shallow pool filled with pink and yellow flowers.

The three storey houses with their tiled ochre roofs and shuttered windows were partly hidden behind bushes and trees like shy, magnificent beasts. The Lacours lived in the second from last house on the right. Max and Joe headed up a short driveway and parked next to a white Volvo station wagon which was covered in leaves and burst seed pods – debris from the recent rainstorms.

Joe rang the bell. Gentle chimes, but loud enough to hear outside. Max looked through the window to the left. He saw a room set up for a party: gold tinsel hanging across the ceiling, deflated balloons, a fully laid dining table with several bottles in the middle and two jugs but no food and no people. But Max swore he could hear something behind the window, and there were shadows moving about the room.

Max drew his gun and stepped away. Something crunched under his shoe. He looked down and saw he’d just obliterated part of a long procession of green-bodied hister beetles making its way into the house. He followed the line as it disappeared under the door. He was about to go on when he noticed another column of the same beetles on the opposite side of the steps, except this one was exiting the house and moving at a slower pace. When he looked closer he saw the insects were carrying small scraps of pale matter and live maggots in their mandibles.

Joe rattled the letterbox. A dozen blowflies whizzed out, carrying with them a gust of air so foul it made him gag.

Max turned around sharply. He saw his partner backing away from the door with his hand clamped over his mouth and nose.

Then he smelt it too.

‘There’ll be more’n just one this time,’ Joe said over his shoulder, as he hurried down the steps to call it in.

They found six bodies.

Most of them were strewn around the living-room floor, contorted, twisted, bloated, skin stretched out to a greyish near-translucence, big balloon people, bursting out of their clothes – tuxes for the men and glittering designer gowns for the women – threatening to float off up out of the room, over the house and into the Miami sky.

The room was decked out for a party. A gold and red tinsel banner was strung from either wall over the room reading ‘Felicitations Preval!’. Bunches of balloons, wilted and wrinkled by the evil heat and poisoned air, hung from pieces of string fixed to the four corners of the room. A lot of the furniture – armchairs, a sofa, a black granite coffee table – had been moved out into the hallway. They’d been planning to dance after dinner.

They’d been shot dead to a record called The Joys of Martinique by the Swingin’ Steel Band. It was still playing, after a fashion, because the needle was stuck in the run-off groove and the album had warped a little so the turned-down edge was scraping the side of the turntable, making a sound like a spitball hitting a hotplate – TAK! – pffsssttt … TAK! – pffsssttt … TAK! – pffsssttt … TAK! – pffsssttt – a warped metronome keeping time over the scene.

Max and Joe walked around the room with plastic covers on their shoes, rubber gloves on their hands, nets over their hair and menthol-scented surgical masks over their noses and mouths. The window hadn’t yet been opened because a woman from forensics was dusting it for prints. Plenty had turned up under the black powder.

Max picked up a spent shell casing from its chalked circle, numbered with a marker on the floor and compared it to a blown-up photograph of one of the casings found at the Martin/Morales murder scene. Same strike marks on the end.

‘Six bodies. Twelve shots fired – at least,’ Max said, holding up a glassine evidence bag with a fragment of the shell that had been dug out of the windowsill. As with his previous two murders, Preval had used hollow-points on his family – bullets with quartered tips, which fragmented on impact, flying off at four different angles, causing maximum damage. Back in patrol Max had known a cop who’d been shot in the kneecap with a hollow-point. It had blown his lower leg clean off. ‘Someone musta heard something.’

‘These houses are too far apart.’

‘He killed his whole family, Joe, with a .38. That’s a lotta noise.’

‘Then there’s the time of day this happened. Late enough and everyone woulda been sleepin’. Dunno ’bout you, but when I sleep, man, I sleep. I’m Lazarus. Take Jesus himself to rouse me.’ Joe looked out of the window at the activity in the driveway – paramedics with stretchers, uniformed cops keeping back a news crew, curious neighbours.

‘What about the guard? What they pay him for?’

‘Keep the bad guys out,’ Joe said.

Lacour had been as systematic as he’d been merciless. He’d killed them anti-clockwise, beginning with the old woman in the black and green dress to his left nearest the door. She’d been sat at the end of the table. He’d shot her twice in the forehead, once from a distance and then the second time from very close up, the muzzle practically touching the skin. Then he’d turned on his two teenage sons, sitting side by side in the middle, their backs to the window. The first – and oldest – had tried to shield his brother and had been shot first in the shoulder, and then executed like the woman he’d been sitting close to. His brother had been grazed in the neck by the bullet fragment Max had found embedded in the windowsill. He’d crawled under the table Max guessed, following the small morse code of bloodstains on the floor. The old man in the wheelchair had then tried to protect him by swinging one of his two thick walking sticks at the gunman. Lacour had shot at the man mid-swing and blown his stick apart. There were splinters and slivers of wood buried in the old man’s face, as well as part of a bullet which had entered his head through his eye. He’d then been shot one more time for good measure, before his murderer had dispatched the boy on the floor. Most of the corpses still had the gold cardboard party hats they’d been wearing at the time of their deaths stuck to their ruptured heads.

Apart from the turntable and Max and Joe’s whispering, it was utterly quiet in the room. Five forensics staff were working on the scene, scraping, bagging, stoppering glass tubes, lifting prints, lifting hair, lifting lips to look at teeth, lifting hands and legs, lifting bodies to one side, left and right. They measured holes in the wall, distances between bodies, sizes of entry and exit wounds, range of spatter. Everyone worked efficiently and precisely, but also very quickly and without pause, as if they couldn’t wait to get away.

The hister beetles were moving freely and unimpeded throughout the room. Once inside the house they’d branched out into two trains, one making for the stairs, the other going into the living room. There, a few feet into the room, they’d forked again, four subdivisions taking a body apiece. They crawled up fingers and feet, shoulders and necks and disappeared under hems and collars, up sleeves, through rips and tears in fabric. Meanwhile, from each corpse, a separate string of beetles exited from another aperture and made its way back across the living room, gradually linking up with other departing bug lines to form a pulsing shiny green caravan out of the house and back to the earth it had come from. From up where Max was standing, the bugs seemed like a network of veins, pumping in and out of the earth, a conduit straight to its deep dark heart. He thought for a moment how he too would one day be reduced to a lump of rotting, seeping meat and this troubled him enough to think of insisting on being cremated. Fuck the headstone.

‘I don’t get this one, Joe. This – this family, this house, this kinda life – this is something you kill for.’

‘That’s the second thing I hate about this job.’ Joe nodded. ‘Shit you never get to understand ’cause the perp took all the answers to hell with him.’

‘What’s the first?’

‘The ones that get away, the ones you never catch, the ones that are still out there, lookin’ for the next kill, the invisible monsters.’

‘Well, it’s like you once told me back in patrol, Joe …’

‘Way it is, partner. Do your best and learn to live with it, ’cause it’ll always be a lot worse tomorrow,’ Joe finished the sentence Max liked to quote back to him, and to every pale-faced rookie who came up to him and asked him for advice after they’d found out what being a cop was really about. Joe hadn’t learned those words off anyone. They’d just come to him, the effortless way wisdom does to someone who’s had to struggle for everything in his life from the day he was born.

They looked around some more. There was a drinks trolley near the stereo system. On it stood a large punch bowl, part-filled with thick, sticky bright pink syrup. The top was completely covered with a crust of drowned blowflies.

They looked over the eight-foot-long dining table and its white cloth and full dinner service – fine heavy silver cutlery and china crockery, immaculately laid out with small ivory winged rests for the knives, silver rings for the napkins and three different-sized crystal glasses at each place setting. In the middle of the table were uncorked bottles of red wine, a magnum of champagne and, either side of
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