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      ‘Ah-ha-ha! Ever get the feeling you’ve been cheated?’

      Johnny Rotten
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      Every morning, without fail, Eldon Burns took a cab from his home in Coconut Grove to the boxing gym he owned on 7th Avenue
         in Liberty City – Miami’s roughest and most rundown neighbourhood, and no place for a sane man his age. Although the gym hadn’t
         functioned as such in over eight years, Eldon had refused to sell or rent out the building, because it was there, within its
         four walls, that he still felt a little like his old self, communing with his memories, smiling at the ghosts of past triumphs,
         remembering the time when, as Deputy Chief of Police, he’d as good as run the city.
      

      Inside, the gym was an ongoing ruin. Every day it fell apart a little more. The concrete floor, once painted with intricate
         diagrams of numbered feet, lay buried under a coating of dust so thick it looked like rancid manna. And it just kept on coming.
         The air was cut with a steady snow of fine filth, sullying the thick slants of sunlight that poured through the windows. The
         heavy bags hung rigid from rust-stiffened chains and brackets. The gym’s huge ring – once the biggest of its kind in Florida
         – stood in the centre, an ungainly heap of rotted oak and mildewed fabric. It had collapsed after an unattended leak in the
         roof opened up into a waterfall during a storm. Rain had soaked through the canvas and got into the wood. With time, heat
         and neglect, the structure had subsided as would an overwhelmed fighter, one leg at a time. It was now home to a colony of
         large brown rats, whose squeals and scuttlings had replaced the sounds of the gym; as had the distinct drone of the thousands
         of airborne insects that had found their way in through the ever-widening hole in the roof. Sometimes parrots, gulls and even pelicans got in too, but
         rarely found their way out; what the rats left of them added to the smell of militant decay about the place.
      

      The rats weren’t scared of Eldon. They were used to his daily visits, this eighty-four-year-old man literally retracing his
         steps across the dirt, walking slowly, his head bowed because he could no longer hold it as high as he used to. They’d peer
         out at him from under the canvas, eyes glinting in the darkness, as if wondering whether today was the day he too would become
         like those stray birds.
      

      Eldon paid them no more mind than he did what was left of his gym. He went into his office, on the right, its door in the
         middle of a wall of mirrors. The mirrors were two-way, just like in police interrogation rooms.
      

      He sat down behind the desk and looked out at the gym. He didn’t see it the way it was, but the way it used to be, back in
         the day, back in his day: a dozen fighters of all ages, skipping, sparring, speedbagging, shadowboxing in front of the mirror, as oblivious to
         his presence now as they had been then. He heard the sounds of fists slamming into bags, the steady patter of feet jumping
         rope; then he heard the three-minute buzzer and Abe Watson – the gym’s head trainer, manager and co-owner – calling time on
         the two prospects sparring in the ring. He saw his old friend, very much alive, in his red Kangol cap, giving advice to the
         greenhorns he’d just supervised.
      

      Eldon Burns was so enraptured by the sounds and visions in his head that he didn’t hear the quiet creak of the gym door opening,
         and neither did he see the person who walked in.
      

      Eldon’s fall from grace had been quick and hard.

      First, on the eve of their fiftieth wedding anniversary, his wife Lexi had asked for a divorce. She’d beaten the alcoholism
         Eldon had driven her to with his inattention and his affairs, and she’d wanted rid of the other bad thing in her life. Or
         so she claimed. In reality, things hadn’t been right between them since their youngest daughter, Leanne, and their adopted son, Frankie Lafayette-Burns
         – a Haitian boxing prodigy he’d trained – had died in a boat accident in Mexico in 1990. It later turned out they’d just got
         married and Leanne was pregnant. That had devastated Eldon more than the news of the accident – the kid he’d taken in and
         raised as his own had been fucking his youngest daughter.
      

      Eldon was glad to be rid of Lexi though, so the divorce didn’t hurt much, even if the parting price did: $10 million and their
         house in Hialeah. He’d loved that house.
      

      Then he lost Abe. His best friend and former partner in the Miami PD had been diagnosed with lung cancer in the summer of
         1999. Abe had smoked two packs of untipped Chesterfields every day for forty-three years. Eldon watched him waste away on
         a hospital bed until he was little more than a wheezing head on a stick, breathing, feeding, pissing and shitting through
         tubes. He died a few minutes before midnight on Millennium Eve.
      

      Abe had been buried according to his wishes – in dress blues, with his pearl-handled 1911 Colt on his hip and, on his feet,
         the boots his dead son had worn in Vietnam. His hand held a bottle of the Wray & Nephew rum he’d liked to drink and in his
         trouser pockets were two packs of smokes, his Zippo lighter and a bag of silver dollars. Abe had explained his burial requirements
         to Eldon thus: ‘I’m’a have ta buy or shoot my way outsa hell fo’ the shit I done. If I cain’t, then I’m’a have me a drink
         with the Devil.’
      

      Over the next two months, the gym gradually emptied. Eldon had neither the time nor the desire to train the fighters himself
         and he wouldn’t hire a replacement for Abe. His stable drifted away, to other gyms, other sports or back to the streets they’d
         stepped in from.
      

      Then came the rest.

      Eldon started the new millennium as Special Consultant to the Chief of Police, but anyone familiar with the way things really worked in the city knew that the title was nominal, a
         way of legitimising his ongoing presence in the ranks after he’d officially retired from the Miami PD.
      

      Then Internal Affairs began investigating Eldon’s links with Victor Marko, a political fixer who’d been indicted for murder.
         Eldon was suspended from duty while they looked into the association, which had spanned more than thirty years.
      

      Three months later they brought him in for questioning. Eldon was ready for them. He’d always been ready. He went without
         a lawyer. He didn’t need one. Over his many years in the police, he’d amassed a mountain of dirt on just about anyone who’d
         ever taken the oath.
      

      The investigators kept him in the interrogation room for all of twenty minutes. He spoke frankly and very plainly to them,
         revealing the tip of the shitberg he had on their superiors – all of whom were watching him on a videoscreen in the adjoining
         office.
      

      He was offered a deal. He could keep everything – his fortune, his houses, his pension, his reputation and his freedom – but
         he had to resign immediately and go quickly and very quietly into obscurity.
      

      So he retreated to the 7th Avenue gym, where, in many ways, it had all really begun for him.

      It took Eldon a while to separate the man standing in front of his office window from the ghosts he’d conjured up in the gym.
         When he realised that the nigra wasn’t a figment of his imagination, the gym returned to its ruinous empty present, and it
         was just the two of them there.
      

      The man seemed to be looking right at Eldon through the mirror, his steady and unwavering eyes two dark beams piercing his
         own reflection.
      

      He was tall and thin, going on malnourished. His clothes – a short-sleeved black shirt and chinos the same shade of deep brown as his skin – billowed about him in the gentle breeze from the broken windows and ruptured roof. The shirt had gold
         birds on it.
      

      Eldon didn’t know him. What the fuck did he want? In the last eight years Burns hadn’t had a single visitor here.

      Not one.

      The kid didn’t look like a bum. The clothes were too good for that, and his hair was too short.

      Perhaps he’d come to learn to fight.

      How about that?

      Eldon thought about it. How long had it been since he’d tested a greenhorn? Could he still – even at his age?

      The impulse went through him in a pleasant, invigorating surge and he chuckled to himself.

      Eldon scoped the kid out. He looked all of fourteen. And soft. His features were still puppy-fat smooth, no edges, little character. Except for his mouth. Jesus – what a fucked-up kisser! How the fuck had that happened? But he couldn’t see him as a fighter, not really, not at all. A boxer’s punch would cut him in half. In fact, the
         more Eldon looked at him, the more he failed to see any athletic potential in him whatsoever. He had the height of a basketballer,
         but none of the robustness. Too wan, too wasted, too fucken’ feeble.
      

      Then, as if he’d read Eldon’s thoughts, the kid walked away and headed for the front door.

      He was leaving.

      He couldn’t.

      Not yet.

      Eldon got up from his chair as quickly as he could. He had to catch the nigra before he left.

      He opened his office door and stepped out.

      ‘Wait!’

      The kid turned around and looked at Eldon, who started towards him across the filthy floor.

      ‘Elton Booorns?’ He had a strong Hispanic accent. An off-the-boat immigrant, Eldon guessed, possibly Cuban, even though the dry-footers were way down now.
      

      Eldon nodded and approached him, noticing how the kid’s eyes were moving around the gym while keeping him in view. He was
         sharp and very quick. Eldon bet his reflexes were on point.
      

      Eldon decided to have himself a little fun, treat the nigra like every newcomer who stepped through the gym doors wanting
         to be a fighter. Back then Eldon had had his own particular – and legendary – way of sorting out the serious from the seriously
         deluded.
      

      ‘What do you want?’ Eldon stopped and stood in front of him. Nothing but a kid – a kid who was a good foot taller, with a
         head a couple of sizes too big for his emaciated body. And Eldon couldn’t help but stare at his mouth, at that heap of natural,
         arbitrary carnage piled up under his nose.
      

      ‘You wanna be a fighter? Usted desea ser boxeador?’

      The kid nodded.

      ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Osso.’

      ‘Osso? You what, Cubano?’

      Osso didn’t respond. Probably an illegal, thought Eldon. Like Frankie’d been.

      ‘Good fighters come out of your country, you know that? Best amateur boxers in the world. Los mejores boxeadores son Cubanos.’

      The kid smiled at that, and his smile was a horrible sight, like a strip of fresh roadkill splattered across a freeway. No
         discernible teeth. In a way, thought Eldon, it was a good start. Up close he saw that he’d been wrong. The kid was young but
         far from fresh. He didn’t have much of a face to lose. His nose was already flat and there were two deep parallel scars across
         his right cheek. Maybe Eldon could do something for him, send him to one of two gyms he knew, run by ex-fighters he’d trained.
      

      But first he needed to see how much Osso wanted to fight, just how determined he was. The kid needed to pass the test.

      ‘OK, Osso. Here’s what I want you to do,’ said Eldon. ‘I want you to hit me in the face.’
      

      Osso looked at him with complete bewilderment.

      That was always the greenhorn’s first reaction, and it meant nothing. But their next one did.

      ‘Hit me in the face. I mean it,’ Eldon said. Osso didn’t budge. He looked confused.

      Then Burns realised that maybe the nigra hadn’t fully understood him, so he made a fist and said it in Spanish.

      ‘Golpée me en la cara. Da me to mejor golpe. Vamos cabron!’
      

      That got through. He saw it in the eyes. Something passed behind them, like a shadow had crossed his brain.

      Osso drew back his right arm and Eldon got ready to duck a wild haymaker.

      But the kid didn’t throw a punch.

      He pulled a gun instead.

      Not just any gun.

      Abe’s gun – his .45 Colt, his pride and joy – the gun he’d been buried with.
      

      Eldon recognised the pearl grips, the chip at the mouth of the barrel and, lastly, Abe’s initials – ‘A.J.W.’ – scratched up
         the trigger guard.
      

      Eldon had lived half his life expecting this moment, but now that it had finally come, he wasn’t even scared. Only people
         who believed in God or had something to live for feared death. He wasn’t one of those people. And at this range it would be
         as painless as dying in a coma. He’d be dead before his body knew it.
      

      The only thing he felt was curiosity.

      ‘Quién le envió?’ he asked his future killer.
      

      ‘Vanetta Brown.’

      ‘What?’

      The door opened behind the gunman. And the very last thing Eldon Burns saw was a person walking back into his life.

   
      

      

      PART I

      CITY OF WORMS

   
      

      

      1

      
      

      
      Miami was bad for marriages. That’s what Max Mingus concluded as he sat in Room 29 of the Zurich Hotel on the corner of 8th
         and Collins waiting for the adulterers next door to get down to business so he could get along with his.
      

      
      Of all the people he knew, only his best friend, Joe Liston, was still with his first wife. The rest were either on second
         or third marriages, divorce-stunted loners, or – like him – widowers who lived with ghosts.
      

      
      This city wasn’t a place for long-term commitments. Its nature was transient, its spirit restless. It was ever evolving; shedding
         one glitzy layer of skin after another, like a rhinestone snake on speed. Miami was the midpoint between somewhere else and
         somewhere better, so hardly anyone was from here and hardly anyone ever stayed. People passed through, moved on and made way
         for more of the same. That was Max’s theory, how he understood things. Miami was a river rushing over quicksand: you couldn’t
         stand up in it and you sure as hell couldn’t build on it.
      

      
      He wiped the sweat from his brow. He hadn’t been in the room long, but his handkerchief was already soaked to the corners.
         The air con was broken. The heat was damn near stifling and the place smelled of puke and food fights. He didn’t want to open
         the window because the noise from the street would drown out the goings-on next door. Right now the two of them were talking.
         That’s what they liked to do first. Talk. And laugh a little. Her mostly.
      

      
      *

      
      He’d been watching the couple for six weeks. Fabiana Prescott and Will Cortland. They were both married to other people. Cortland,
         thirty-one, worked for a chauffeured-car company called Island Limos. He was tall, blond, gym-built and had the sort of safe,
         wholesome, all-American good looks you’d see in TV ads for banks or holiday resorts. Fabiana, twenty-five, was the fourth
         trophy wife of Emerson Prescott, Max’s client. She was a Latin firecracker: long black hair, olive skin and big dark eyes
         set atop the kind of body whose curves were too perfect and generous to be real. She turned every straight man’s head wherever
         she went.
      

      
      Max really didn’t blame either of them. Especially not Fabiana.

      
      Emerson Prescott was a wealthy dentist who catered to an upscale clientele from three practices in LA, New York and Miami.
         Max had met him at his office Downtown. He’d hated him on sight. Prescott was a small, sixty-something remnant of a man, trying
         to cheat time with hairplugs, facelifts, botox and buy-a-brides like Fabiana. So, naturally, Max had taken the job. He really
         had no choice, financially; and, anyway, one look at Prescott and he’d figured it’d be quick and easy. Of course his wife
         was cheating on him.
      

      
      They lived in Los Angeles. Their marriage had been rocky for the last couple of years, Emerson had explained, ever since his
         business started doing well in New York, where he was spending more and more of his time.
      

      
      Each Thursday morning Fabiana would fly in to Miami from LA and Will Cortland would meet her at the airport with a blank expression
         and a sign with her name on it. They’d act like strangers. He’d drive her to the Shore Club, where she kept a suite. In the
         evening he’d collect her and drive her to the Zurich Hotel. Cortland would follow her in after a few minutes. When they were
         done, he’d drive her back to the Shore Club. He’d return his car to the Island Limos garage and go home to a rented condo
         in Hallandale.
      

      
      The next morning, he’d return to the Shore Club at around 10 a.m., collect Fabiana and drive her around town. She visited a doctor, an accountant and then met a friend for lunch. Afterwards
         Cortland drove her to the airport, stopping off along the way for a back-seat farewell. By 6 p.m. she was on a plane back.
         When they met up the following week they started the charade from scratch. Max guessed the role play was part of the whole
         thrill, the way they made it work.
      

      
      Max had spent the regulation two weeks following Fabiana Prescott, photographing everything from a distance with a zoom lens.
         He kept a record of the times of each assignation, as well as a description of what he saw. He was struck by how Fabiana and
         Will had kept a professional distance, allowing for only the slightest thaw on the second day, totally in keeping with surface
         appearances. He decided to omit this last observation from the report he took to Emerson Prescott. It was none of the creep’s
         business – even if he was paying for it to be.
      

      
      Max was good at delivering bad news. It was all about expression and timing, something he’d learned and perfected in ten years
         as a Miami cop. He had a routine, an act. He let his clients know what was coming by wearing sombre clothes and a matching
         look – profound disappointment with a strong hint of crushed optimism, as if he’d somehow been expecting a different result.
         He didn’t have to try too hard either. He wasn’t one of life’s smilers. His lined and craggy fifty-eight-year-old mien was
         well suited to the dour, seen-it-all, done-it-all, so-please-go-fuck-yourself expression he wore like a uniform. It stopped people looking too hard, kept them moving on. That way they
         missed the sadness about him, the trail littered with regret.
      

      
      Once he’d set the scene, he got straight to the point. He didn’t soften the blow. ‘Mr/Mrs Cheated-On, you were right. Your
         husband/wife is having an affair.’ He talked for a minute to a minute and a half, covering the basic details. He handed them his report,
         complete with photographs. Then he let the client register and absorb. Once they had, he went into customer-support mode.
         He apologised. Then he empathised or comforted, or listened to the poisonous and pained rant – or all three. When they were done, he told them they could call him whenever they wanted,
         and said his goodbyes. A week later he mailed his invoice.
      

      
      That’s the way it had always gone.

      
      Until Emerson Prescott.

      
      When Max had walked into Prescott’s offices with his game-face on, his client’s reaction threw him completely. Prescott read
         Max’s look and smiled. And the smile had just gotten broader – or as broad as his surgically stretched and botoxed skin would
         allow – his lips thinning out to near-translucent pink slivers, like elastic bands pulled close to snapping, displaying tens
         of thousands of dollars’ worth of perfect white teeth. They made Max think of rows of toilet bowls in a showroom.
      

      
      Before Max could finish running down the details, Prescott asked him if he had any pictures of the couple actually fucking.
         When he told Prescott no, the client was unmistakably crestfallen.
      

      
      Max didn’t know what else to do but stay in character and finish off his routine. He got within a breath of cueing up the
         apology when Prescott waved him silent.
      

      
      ‘This is a good start. A very good start,’ the dentist said.

      
      ‘A good start?’

      
      ‘You’re to get me more.’

      
      ‘More?’

      
      ‘Proof.’

      
      ‘Proof?’

      
      ‘Yes, proof, Mr Mingus. Proof of actual penetration. You know – gonzo shit,’ Prescott said. When Max looked at him nonplussed,
         he’d made it perfectly clear. ‘Fuck pics. Lots ’n’ lotsa fuck pics. No hidden cameras either. I want the hand-held touch.
         That herky-jerky feel. And I want them by the end of next month, right in time for Halloween.’
      

      
      And that was how Max Mingus found himself in a room at the Zurich Hotel.

      
      *

      
      First he’d come to an arrangement with Teddy, the night manager, a red-haired guy with rimless glasses who looked all of eighteen.
         He and a security guard were the only visible people on duty.
      

      
      For $400 Teddy told him the couple stayed in Room 30 every Thursday night, between 7 p.m. and 9 p.m., and that Fabiana had
         booked the place until the end of the year. Max took the room next door for a month.
      

      
      Rooms 29 and 30 were separated by an adjoining door. Teddy explained that the rooms used to be let out as suites, back when
         the Zurich catered to families and an older clientele. Max had Teddy give him the key to the adjoining door for another $400.
         Teddy oiled the squeaks and stiffness out of the hinges for free. Another $400 – with the promise of more later – bought Teddy’s
         silence, discretion and vigilance.
      

      
      Max checked out the love nest. It was identical to his room in almost every way – a double bed with a framed vintage Miami
         tourist board poster above it, next to the window a round table with two bucket chairs and a lamp, by the main door three
         small flying geese-shaped mirrors going up the wall, a TV and DVD player in the corner. Teddy had explained that the pictures
         were the hotel’s only remarkable feature – each room had a unique historical poster. In Max’s it was 1950 – the year of his
         birth. Room 30’s was 1961. The only noticeable difference was that the air conditioning worked in here – it smelled much fresher.
      

      
      The following Thursday night he timed them.

      
      7.07 p.m.–7.23 p.m.: talking. Cortland mostly, but Max couldn’t hear what he was saying because he spoke quietly, in a deep
         murmur. It must have been funny, or Fabiana was in love, because she laughed a lot.
      

      
      7.24 p.m.–7.41 p.m.: quiet mostly, then random moans.

      
      7.43 p.m.–8.17 p.m.: fucking. They were loud. She moaned, cried and yelped. He grunted and gasped. Then she started screaming
         and shouting. In Spanish. ‘Más profuuuundo! Mássss pro!-fuuuundo! Si! Si! Mi amor! Si mi amor! Alli! Alli! Si! Siiii! Mi amor! Mi ángel’.

      
      By then Max was sitting by the door with his fingers vainly stuck in his ears to block out the worst. He felt deeply embarrassed
         to be there, ashamed to be making money this way.
      

      
      8.18 p.m.–9.04 p.m.: deep, exhausted breathing – his and hers. Fabiana said, ‘Su pene es una varita mágica,’ which made Cortland laugh and reply, ‘Call me Harry Focker, baby.’
      

      
      Max heard the shower.

      
      9.38 p.m.: the door closed.

      
      Max looked out of the window and saw Fabiana come out of the hotel and head for Collins Avenue.

      
      9.52 p.m.: the door closed again.

      
      Cortland left the hotel and headed in the same direction Fabiana had.

      
      Max listened in on them for the next three weeks. It was more time than he needed, but he had no new work coming in, and he
         didn’t like his client, so he stretched things out to their reasonable limit.
      

      
      The couple started slightly later than before, but the timings were near identical.

      
      All the while he’d been pondering how best to sneak into the room and take pictures without being noticed. He came up with
         two options. The first was hiding in the wardrobe opposite the couple’s bed. But when he tried it out for size, he couldn’t
         quite fit. The entrance was too narrow for his shoulders, and the only way he could get on board was by squeezing in from
         the side. He just about managed this, yet once inside he discovered he could barely turn his head, let alone use a camera.
         And then his foot had gone through the floor. So he’d had to default to his least preferred method – creeping into the room
         while they were fucking. This was a high-risk strategy. His job was as good as defined by his invisibility. If he blew that,
         he’d expose his client.
      

      
      Thankfully, he found a way around the problem. The room’s connecting door opened right to left. If he slid it ajar a mere
         four inches, he had a clear view of the bed and could take as many pictures as he wanted without being seen. He wouldn’t even
         have to step into Room 30.
      

      
      Problem solved. He was all set.

      
      7.56 p.m. Max turned on his camera – a Canon SLR with a top-grade Leica lens, ten frames a second – and stood by the adjoining
         door. Fabiana hadn’t quite started screaming yet, but her moans were becoming louder. He heard Cortland’s grunts and snorts
         too.
      

      
      It was time.

      
      He put his hand to the door handle, but withdrew it suddenly as a great greasy coil of nausea slithered across the pit of
         his stomach, making him gag.
      

      
      He’d always sworn he’d never work divorces, right from when he first thought of leaving the Miami PD to go private. Not for
         him that sleazy paparazzi shit. Sure, the money was good, the work plentiful, and, outside the corporate sector, it was the
         safest part of the profession to get into – the most you risked was a black eye or a split lip, if the adulterers managed
         to put their pants on quick enough to catch you. But he hadn’t wanted to make a living that way. He’d wanted to help people,
         not destroy marriages and make divorce lawyers rich.
      

      
      Life had a way of poisoning your principles.

      
      He let the feeling ebb and then opened the door a fraction. They’d left the lights on. Fabiana was screaming ‘Mi angel!’ Cortland was alternately snorting and gasping. Max felt sure everyone in the damn hotel could hear them.
      

      
      He pushed the door a little more and the image of the bed came into the camera’s viewfinder. He could see white. Just white.
         He zoomed in. Nothing. He zoomed out. Now he had a clear view of the whole bed – sheets, pillows, bluey shadows playing at
         the edge.
      

      
      There was no one on it.
      

      
      The sounds coming from the room were getting even louder, the couple screaming in chorus. Maybe they were on the floor.

      
      He lowered the camera and peered through the gap in the door. He could see most of the room. And what he couldn’t see was
         too small an area for two people to be in. He was deeply confused. He could still hear them. They were deafening. But the
         room appeared empty.
      

      
      He opened the door all the way and took a few tentative steps forward. Now he was standing in Room 30. He looked around. The
         bed hadn’t been disturbed at all. It was freshly made up.
      

      
      He looked in the bathroom – but it was empty too.

      
      He was baffled, asking himself a hundred questions.

      
      Then he saw the TV.

      
      On the screen a dark-haired woman on all fours was getting boned by a tall blond man, both his arms sleeved in tattoos. The
         man was Will Cortland. And the woman was Fabiana Prescott. She was also tattooed – two overlapping hearts on her lower back,
         a devil with a pitchfork on the side of her abdomen, a swirl of stars on a thigh.
      

      
      The film was coming off the DVD player, the sounds those he’d memorised over the last three weeks.

      
      He stood there, numbly watching but not seeing the TV screen, trying to work out what had just happened, what had been happening.

      
      Something on the screen caught his eye. The poster on the wall above the bed was identical to the one in Room 30. He kept
         watching. The film had been shot here, in the very room he was standing in.
      

      
      He opened the front door and looked out down the corridor. Empty and totally quiet. Weird for a Thursday night, he thought.
         That’s when the out-of-town clubbers usually arrived.
      

      
      He went back into the room and looked out the window onto the street, but he knew he wouldn’t see them.

      
      He turned off the TV and ejected the DVD.
      

      
      No title on the disc.

      
      Teddy wasn’t at reception when Max went downstairs. It was some Asian guy he hadn’t seen before, with a name tag that said
         ‘George’.
      

      
      ‘Where’s the manager?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I’m the manager. How can I help you?’

      
      ‘The other manager, where is he?’
      

      
      Max thought back to when he’d walked into the hotel. Had he seen Teddy at reception? He hadn’t looked for him. He’d just gone
         straight up to the room.
      

      
      ‘You mean Ted? He quit Sunday,’ said the manager.

      
      ‘Sunday? Why?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. I didn’t ask. I just got the job.’

      
      ‘What day did you start?’ Max asked, feeling anger creep into him.

      
      ‘Is there a problem with your room, sir?’

      
      ‘Have you got an address for Teddy? Or a number?’

      
      ‘We can’t give out that information, sir.’

      
      ‘How much?’ Max sighed.

      
      ‘Sir?’

      
      ‘How much for his details? What’s this going to cost?’

      
      ‘Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I’m not giving you his details,’ the man insisted self-righteously, underlining it by puffing out his small chest and squaring
         his coathanger-frame shoulders.
      

      
      ‘Who put you up to this?’

      
      The manager raised a hand and beckoned to someone over Max’s shoulder.

      
      ‘Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave the hotel with immediate effect. Security will escort you back to your room to
         pack.’
      

      
      In the mirror behind the reception Max could see the fat, bald black security guard standing ready, thumbs hooked in the huge
         leather gunbelt slung around his bulging stomach like a lethal rubber tyre. A thin moustache crested the edge of his upper
         lip like dirty foam.
      

      
      Max caught a look at himself. Bald too. Snow-white-dome stubble mingling with small beads of sweat. Tired-looking. Face flushed
         with anger and humiliation, eyes icy blue pinpricks. He still just about had his powerful build, but flab was starting to
         gain on muscle. The manager was thirty years younger. Back in the day he’d have hauled the little prick over the desk and
         threatened the information out of him. Back in the day he’d been a cop.
      

      
      He glowered at the little man. Was he in on it? Maybe not. He was just a guy working the shitty end of a shitty job in a shitty
         hotel. There were a lot of them around here.
      

      
      He walked past the security guard and out into the street. The hot blast of nocturnal Miami air hit him in the face. The breeze
         carried smells of food, perfume and the sea. As he walked, music came from everywhere – cars, restaurants, clubs, stores.
         He didn’t recognise any of it. They were alien sounds, no more than bleeps to his ears. Hip hop, R & B, robotic salsa and
         something that sounded like an elephant’s coronary. People passed him by, brushed against him, bumped him. Summer clothes,
         all young, smiling, talking excitedly. Heading down to Ocean Drive for dinner and pussy or to Washington Avenue for clubs
         and pussy. Not a care in the world. Problems parked at the door. He envied each and every one of them.
      

      
      He thought about what to do next. Go to the Shore Club, to see if Fabiana was there? He wouldn’t get much information that
         way. Deluxe hotels guarded their customers well. He was curious about what had just happened, but another part of him really
         didn’t want to know, just wanted to walk away, forget it.
      

      
      In the middle of his confusion and indecision, he saw a tall black man across the street looking right at him. He couldn’t
         make out the man’s face too clearly; it blended in with the night and blurred with the neon. But he sensed the stare, its
         probing insistence, its magnetism. The man had specifically picked Max out in the milling crowd, focused on him, targeted him. There
         were a lot of homeless crazies in Miami. They migrated here for the climate and the guilty generosity of tourists. Max might
         have dismissed him as one of those, but his old cop instincts kicked in, the sense of a person not being right.
      

      
      Just then his phone rang, Bruce Springsteen’s irritatingly chirpy ‘Waitin’ on a Sunny Day’ playing out of the pouch on his
         hip. It was a ringtone he’d assigned to Joe Liston – his ex-partner and the only black Springsteen fan he’d yet encountered.
      

      
      Joe never called Max at night. He was usually home with his family.

      
      This had to be urgent, had to be bad.

      
      Joe was a Captain in Homicide.

      
      Max braced for the worst.

      
      It came.

      
      ‘It’s about Eldon,’ said Joe. ‘They found him in the 7th Avenue gym two nights ago. He’s been murdered.’

      
      It should have been a shock, but it wasn’t. At the very moment he heard the news, Max’s mind was abruptly distracted. The
         man across the street had disappeared, vanished without trace, as if he’d never been there.
      

      
      ‘Two nights ago?’ Max asked. ‘Why didn’t you call me as soon as you heard?’
      

      
      ‘Couldn’t. There’s some stuff going on we need to talk about. I’m at the gym right now. Can you get over here?’

      
      ‘I’m on my way.’

   
      

      2

      
      

      
      Joe Liston was waiting outside the gym, dressed to the nines, as usual. Beige linen suit, white shirt, brown tie and gleaming
         brown leather shoes. He’d always taken great pride in his appearance, considering it a reflection of how seriously he took
         his job and the responsibilities that went with it. The Miami PD had long before dispensed with its jacket-and-tie dress code
         for detectives, after complaints that tropical heat and formal attire weren’t conducive to efficient policing. Most plainclothes
         cops now turned up to work as they would to a barbecue – in loud beach shirts, faded jeans and worn sneakers. Joe had reacted
         to this sartorial liberalisation by wearing three-piece suits instead of two.
      

      
      He was imposingly tall and thickset. His short-cropped hair was grey, where he still had it. His wife’s great cooking and
         ten years spent delegating from behind a desk showed on his round face and rounder belly. That didn’t bother him. He didn’t
         try to hide it or lose it. He’d turned sixty the previous year. At that age, he reasoned, a man was entitled to let himself
         go a little.
      

      
      Max parked his car close by and walked over.

      
      7th Avenue was absolutely quiet.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Joe. He held out his hand in condolence.

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Max had tried to focus on Eldon’s murder on the way over, but his mind kept returning to what had just happened
         in the hotel. And to the man in the street.
      

      
      Joe cut through the seal on the door and they went inside.

      
      Max hadn’t been to the gym in close to ten years, the last time he’d seen Eldon. He was shocked by the state of the place,
         its abject ruin – the collapsed ring, the hole in the roof, the debris, the rust, the stacked-up filth. The spot where so many
         young lives had been turned around was now a scrapheap.
      

      
      He’d heard about the gym closing down after Abe Watson died, and how Eldon had still been going there day after day, staying
         from dawn to dusk. Looking around and taking it all in, trying and failing to rebuild it from memory, Max understood just
         how broken up the old man must have felt. The gym had been his pride and joy, the cornerstone of everything he’d built; and
         he’d sat by and watched it all fall apart around him. For the very first time since Joe’s call, Max felt a needle of ragged
         grief pierce him. It took him by surprise.
      

      
      March 8, 1964. That’s when Eldon Burns had come into his life. It was here, by the door, where he was now standing, that they’d
         first spoken.
      

      
      Max had gone to the gym with his friend, Manny Gomez. He hadn’t wanted to be a fighter that day, or any other day before.
         The closest he’d come to boxing was seeing Muhammad Ali on the corner of 5th Street, signing autographs for a gaggle of black
         kids. He’d never seen a live fight, let alone watched one the whole way through on TV. He simply wasn’t interested. He’d just
         gone along to the gym for something to do.
      

      
      Yet once he’d followed Manny inside, a whole other world had opened up and swallowed him whole. Blacks, Latinos and a few
         whites of all ages and sizes. Industrious, busy, concentrated, intense, focused. Do-or-die ambitions. Dreams of glory and
         wealth. Broken noses, sliced-up brows, cauliflower ears. Hard faces, dripping wet. Trapped heat. The smell of sweat, blood,
         leather, rubbing alcohol. Choreographed violence. Punches thrown so fast hands blurred into a haze. The muffled poly-rhythm
         of fists on bags, rattling speedballs, the whirl and whip of a dozen jump ropes, the pit-a-pat of bouncing feet.
      

      
      Eldon Burns had stepped out of the middle of it all, its embodiment, its soul. A big guy in track pants and a short-sleeved
         shirt. Big freckled arms, big square hands, scarred scowling face, steady but impatient eyes, a round reddish wart at the edge of his forehead. ‘Hit me in the face,’ he’d said
         to Max. And Max had knocked Eldon on his ass with a short fast right hook. First time a newcomer had ever touched him, let
         alone put him down. Eldon had looked up at Max from the floor, smiling. Everything in the gym had stopped and fallen absolutely
         silent.
      

      
      Just like it was now.

      
      The outline of Eldon’s body was marked out on the floor in bright white chalk, the contours rendered in crude geometry, everything
         straight. If it hadn’t been for the crescent of blackened blood that clung around the head in a hellish halo, the image would
         have been primitive in its simplicity. But then, wasn’t murder the most primitive of acts, the deed that linked man to his
         dumb cave-dwelling forebears?
      

      
      Joe handed Max a set of photographs.

      
      The first showed Eldon’s body. Arms thrown back, fists clenched, legs slightly apart in a wretched parody of a victorious
         boxer at the end of a bout. A rat sat on his chest, bearing two long front teeth, its black eyes looking into the camera.
      

      
      ‘Had to get pest control in here. Rats everywhere,’ said Joe. ‘Couldn’t wait to get at him, huh? Some would find that fitting.’
         Max looked across at his friend, met his eyes, watched them dip.
      

      
      Joe had hated Eldon and Eldon had hated Joe. Behind his back Eldon had referred to him as ‘that nigra’. Joe had dubbed Eldon
         ‘Sixdeep’ – ‘Sixth Degree Burns’ – the worst.
      

      
      Eldon had been their boss when they were partners in the Miami Task Force, an elite unit within the Miami PD, active during
         the 1970s and most of the 1980s, when the city was a cocaine delta and its population collateral damage in an escalating war
         between rival drug gangs. Eldon ran MTF like a paramilitary outfit, another armed gang, only with badges and a licence to
         kill. He had a mandate from state politicians to solve all high-profile crimes by any and all means necessary – or at least
         to be seen to solve them. An illusion of safety was better than no illusion at all.
      

      
      ‘Make it fit and make it stick’ was his motto. It didn’t matter who MTF took down for the crimes, as long as they had criminal
         records and were guilty of something. MTF broke every point of procedure and every damn law. For every single crime they genuinely
         solved, they framed and sometimes killed people for dozens more. It didn’t make the slightest bit of difference. The innocent
         continued to die in droves and Miami turned into a billion-dollar sewer.
      

      
      Eventually Joe found it all too hard to stomach and got himself transferred out. A year after, Max, damaged by his last major
         case and sickened by many of the things he’d done in and out of MTF, quit the force altogether. Eldon begged him to stay,
         made all manner of promises. When Max refused, Burns called him every obscenity ever invented. He’d intended for Max to follow
         in his footsteps, run MTF as before, while he climbed the last few rungs of the career ladder. Max had fucked up his carefully
         laid daydream, for ever ruining the order of succession.
      

      
      They didn’t speak for close to sixteen years after that.

      
      Yet the bond between them remained curiously strong. Eldon had been a father figure to Max when he’d most needed one. Max
         had been the son Eldon never had. Eldon never stopped watching over him. When Max went to prison for manslaughter in 1989,
         Eldon paid off the gangs in Attica to ensure nothing happened to him. His reach was long and occasionally benevolent.
      

      
      The next pictures Max looked at were close-ups of Eldon’s head. He’d been shot clean through each eye, making the sockets
         look like they were covered with black pennies.
      

      
      ‘Shooter got real close here,’ said Max, pointing to the powder burns above and under Eldon’s right eye, far more on the top
         than the bottom.
      

      
      ‘They’re saying this was a gang initiation,’ said Joe.

      
      Max went back to the photograph of the body on the floor. He shook his head.

      
      ‘Killer shot him through the right eye at close range. Eldon went down. Killer stood over him, put another bullet in the left
         eye,’ he said. ‘This was no initiation. This was an execution.’
      

      
      ‘What I thought too. When they moved the body, the casings fell out of his hands. The killer put them there, closed the fingers
         around them. Rigor mortis sealed them in,’ said Joe.
      

      
      Max gave him a quizzical look.

      
      ‘Yeah, beats me too.’ Joe shrugged.

      
      ‘What was it? A forty-five?’

      
      ‘Haven’t seen the ballistics report, but the mess says yes.’

      
      Max looked around the gym and tried to picture the murder. Had Eldon been on his way out when he’d met his killer? Had the
         killer come to the gym before? The powder above the brow meant the killer had fired the first shot at a downward angle, which
         meant he was taller than Eldon. The old man was around five foot eleven. That made the shooter at least six-two.
      

      
      Why shoot him through the eyes? Was that a message? Something Eldon had seen that he wasn’t supposed to? Or was it the killer’s
         MO, the way he liked to do things?
      

      
      Max stopped right there. He hadn’t thought this way in years. He hadn’t had to. He was amazed at how quickly it came back.

      
      He’d last worked a crime scene with Joe twenty-seven years before, when they’d been after Solomon Boukman, the Haitian who’d
         ruled over the Miami underworld in the bad bad old days of cocaine and chainsaws.
      

      
      They still collaborated on cases now, occasionally and strictly off the books. If Joe needed information he couldn’t get through
         normal channels, he asked Max to look into it. And if Max needed to do a background check on someone, he called Joe. But that
         was as far as it went, favours asked and rendered in private. Nothing more. No facts, no details.
      

      
      ‘Why d’you bring me here, Joe?’ Max asked, although he already knew the answer and was preparing his response. ‘We both know I’m not meant to be here. And you’d cut your head off before you’d violate procedure.’
      

      
      ‘Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.’

      
      ‘Could you be a little more cryptic?’

      
      ‘You know who’s heading-up this investigation? That inspiration to morons everywhere: Deputy Commissioner Alex Ricon,’ Joe
         said.
      

      
      ‘He couldn’t catch air in a bag. Eldon hated him as much as he hated you. And the feeling was mutual.’

      
      ‘What’s that tell you?’

      
      ‘They’re not serious about catching the shooter.’

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      ‘But you know how it goes with hits,’ said Max. ‘You never go after the triggerman. You go after the person who paid him.
         Takes time and perseverance. The bigger the victim, the longer it takes. A lot of digging in dark corners. And with Eldon,
         you can be sure there’s going to be a major excavation.’
      

      
      ‘That’s just it,’ said Joe. ‘The only digging that’s gonna get done around Eldon is his grave. Tomorrow morning, they’re gonna
         tell the press it was some local teenage gangbanger popping his cherry.’
      

      
      ‘You’re kidding, right?’

      
      ‘Wish I was.’ Joe frowned and his brow creased into deep, broken grooves. ‘They don’t want to dig in case they don’t like
         what they find. And they know some of what’s down there. MTF put a lot of innocent people away. Most of ’em are doing life
         without. Imagine what would happen if an investigation led to just one of those guys being sprung? We’d have one overturned
         conviction after another. And then the multi-million-dollar lawsuits. The city can’t afford that.
      

      
      ‘Rumour is the Commissioner wants to run for Mayor soon. The Commissioner was tight with Eldon. That would squash his campaign
         dead on the drawing board.’
      

      
      ‘So they’ve put Ricon on it because he really won’t give two fucks if Eldon’s killer goes free,’ said Max.

      
      They were quiet for a moment. Max looked back through the photographs, and again at the dried blood on the ground, all that
         remained of Eldon Burns.
      

      
      ‘Eldon was one of those people I couldn’t imagine dying,’ he said. ‘And not like this. No way. I thought he’d live to be a
         hundred and ten and go in his sleep.’
      

      
      ‘I hear you,’ said Joe. ‘Someone close to you dying never makes sense, does it? Why them, why now? Questions no one can really
         answer, except to say it’s God’s way.’
      

      
      ‘Or it’s just the way it is.’

      
      ‘Some people grow more religious the older they get.’

      
      ‘I doubt Eldon did,’ said Max.

      
      ‘How about you? You used to go to church when you had problems.’

      
      ‘Problems with a case,’ Max corrected him. That had been his thing as a cop, a little habit whenever a case dead-ended. He’d
         go to the nearest, quietest, emptiest church. Get away from the incessant noise of the office – the ringing phones, the typewriter
         chatter, the arguments, the joshing – and its stink of overworked cops sweating bad diets and booze binges into the tobacco-fugged
         air. He’d sit in a pew and sift through the piles of information in his head, jotting things down in a notebook, hoping a
         vital piece of information would shake loose, help explain why people did the nasty, repugnant, depraved shit they did to
         each other. Sometimes it worked: the lead he’d forgotten to chase up, the dull clue he’d overlooked in favour of a shinier
         one, the throwaway witness remark he’d dismissed. Other times he’d drawn a blank; a solitary guy sitting in an empty church,
         looking at the stained glass and stone saints, getting nowhere.
      

      
      ‘You ever think about what’s next – after this?’ Joe asked.

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Never?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      Joe looked around the gym and then at his friend.

      
      ‘Well, I do. And I’ve got something to ask you. It may sound strange.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be the judge of that. Ask away.’

      
      ‘If you … go – as in, die, before me, can you do me a favour?’

      
      ‘What? I’ll be busy being dead.’

      
      ‘I mean, if this is just the first stop on some big old ride we’re all on, if there’s something after this – this life – can
         you let me know? Send me a sign. Let me know you’re OK and there’s nothing to worry about.’
      

      
      Liston was being serious. And Max didn’t find the request at all strange. In 1997 Joe had lost both his parents within months
         of each other. The following year, his younger brother dropped dead of a heart attack. Since then Joe had been given to ruminating
         on mortality, mostly his own. Max had always indulged him. He knew Joe was scared of dying in a way he wasn’t. In fact, he
         didn’t even think about death, because he didn’t have to. Max was essentially alone. His parents were gone. He had no wife,
         no girlfriend, no kids, no siblings, no nephews and nieces. In short: no responsibilities, no one to leave behind, no one
         to worry about, no reason to hold on. Joe, on the other hand, had a family of five and a loving wife. He wanted to stay with
         them for ever.
      

      
      ‘If there is a heaven, you think they’re gonna let me in?’ Max asked doubtfully. ‘You think God’s going to forgive me for
         the things I’ve done?’
      

      
      ‘Guess we’ll just have to wait and see.’

      
      ‘What kind of “sign” do you want me to send?’

      
      ‘Oh, I dunno,’ Joe shrugged. ‘Something – anything – so I’ll know it’s you.’

      
      ‘And you’ll do the same for me, right?’ Max smiled.

      
      ‘You can count on it. I’ve got one already picked out.’

      
      ‘Can you do something for me now – as in right now?’

      
      ‘Sure,’ Liston said.

      
      And Max lanced the uncomfortable feeling that had been growing in the back of his mind ever since he’d stepped into the gym.

      
      ‘Tell me the real reason you brought me here.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t like Eldon Burns. I’m sorry to say it now and here, but it’s the truth. Eldon was the worst thing ever happened
         to Miami – worse than any hurricane, race riot or drug epidemic. Those things peak ’n’ pass. People like Eldon they peak but
         they do not pass. What they do gets followed, handed down, refined, repeated. Ricon’s doing to Eldon what Eldon did to hundreds.
         You can call it “divine justice”, but it isn’t. It’s the same old, same old “make it fit, make it stick”. And I can’t be a
         party to that. I wasn’t then. I’m not now.
      

      
      ‘To me, this isn’t Eldon Burns getting killed. This is an old man being gunned down in cold blood and nobody wanting to know.
         And I’m seeing all the consequences coming down. The media spin – an old, defenceless white man killed in a black area – an area I grew up in,
         an area you did some growing up in too. Liberty City’s gonna be officially fucked and scorched. All the grassroots progress
         that’s been going on here, that nobody ever talks about? It’ll count for nothing. It’ll go back in the dirt. They’ll blame
         those dumbass rappers for all the guns and drugs here, and Ricon’s freshly minted goon squad’ll roll in and start knocking
         heads, until eventually there’s another race riot.’
      

      
      Joe was out of breath and sweating. Max waited until he’d regained his composure a little before speaking.

      
      ‘This isn’t your fight, Joe.’

      
      ‘I’m making it my fight.’

      
      ‘You’re seven months away from retirement.’

      
      ‘Means I got seven months to do this.’

      
      ‘But it’s not like before,’ said Max. ‘When we were chasing down Solomon Boukman, we had options. We could afford to get shitcanned
         by Eldon, because we were young enough to start over. You’ve got nowhere to go after this. You can’t start over. They find
         out, they’ll take your pension.’
      

      
      ‘By the time they find out, it’s their pensions that’ll be getting took.’

      
      ‘What about Jet? Think of him at least.’ Jethro – Jet – Liston was Joe’s eldest son, and Max’s godson. He’d been a promising ball player until a bad tackle put an end to his career. He
         was now a Patrol cop, like his father had been.
      

      
      ‘It ain’t gonna come down to that, Max. I’ve got a plan.’

      
      Max knew what Joe was about to ask of him.

      
      ‘I can’t help you on this, Joe,’ he said. ‘I’m not a cop any more. I’m little people.’

      
      ‘We’d be working this thing together.’

      
      ‘How? No way am I getting inside headquarters. Not even with a visitor’s pass. My name’s mud there.’

      
      ‘I’d do all the database stuff. Look at the forensics reports, the ballistics. You’d canvass the street.’

      
      Max choked back a laugh.

      
      ‘Canvass the street – me? Here? Doing the door to door? What kind of plan is that? People don’t talk to cops here. And they sure as hell ain’t gonna talk to some white guy used to be a cop in the bad old days.’
      

      
      ‘It’d just be for a week. Maybe two. At the most. See what you find out,’ said Joe. ‘If you turn up any information, better
         still an eye-wit, let me know, and I’ll handle it from there.’
      

      
      ‘What are you going to do?’

      
      ‘I’m trying to stop a murder being pinned on someone who didn’t do it. Because that’s what Ricon’s working on right now –
         getting himself a yo in the frame. If I can get information that contradicts his, well, I’ll find a way of using it and stopping
         this. What you say, Max? Look into it. One more time. You and me. Born to Run.’
      

      
      ‘Bruce fucken’ Springsteen!’ Eldon had christened the pair of them ‘Born to Run’ after the poster of the album cover he’d seen on his daughter’s
         bedroom wall.
      

      
      Joe stood a little closer to the spot where Eldon had fallen. Just then he looked old, tired and completely out of his depth.
         Max knew that Joe wouldn’t let this one go, as long as he could do something about it. His friend was tilting at one windmill
         too far now. He didn’t have the heart to tell him.
      

      
      ‘Can I think about it?’ said Max.
      

      
      ‘What’s there to think about?’ Joe turned around, looking plain pissed off. ‘A couple of weeks is all I’m asking. Two weeks, Max. What are you doing now? Chasing after more bedhoppers?’
      

      
      ‘As a matter of fact, yeah. This case I’m on has gone weirdsville.’

      
      ‘A case? You call this crap you’re doing a case? This – what we’ve got here – Eldon Burns. Dead. Murdered. That’s a case, Max. Some guy banging some chick young enough to be his daughter ain’t no case. That’s just some horny middle-aged asshole
         should know better. A case. Damn! Listen to yourself. You were one of the great ones. Now you’re just living on your knees.’
      

      
      Joe stared at Max. Liston had contempt in his eyes. A lot of anger. He used to scare the living shit out of suspects by giving
         them that very look. Max finally had an idea how they must have felt. Joe had never before passed judgement on the way he
         made his money. The hint of disapproval had been there though, whenever their conversation turned to work.
      

      
      They’d been friends for close to forty years. Twelve years together as cops. They’d been something then, the two of them,
         Max thought. A great team. And Joe was still something. He had every ounce of his integrity. He’d never compromised, never looked the other way, never cut corners, never
         taken money. Max had no integrity. It hadn’t been prison that had broken him. It hadn’t even been his wife’s death. It was
         what had come afterwards – the mess he’d made of his life. Fate had thrown him a line and he’d made of it a noose.
      

      
      That was why he didn’t want to look into Eldon’s murder. He felt so defiled, so removed from everything he’d once been good
         at and taken pride in, that he didn’t think he could do it any more.
      

      
      Joe turned away from him and went over to the door of the gym. He opened it wide and stepped aside, as though asking Max to
         leave for good. Outside, it was pitch black. They heard crickets in the air.
      

      
      Max walked through the open door and turned to look back at the gym, as if in valediction.
      

      
      The last time he’d seen Eldon alive was here, almost ten years ago, on December 18, 1998. There’d been a function, a reunion
         of the old MTF crew, and everyone who was still alive or healthy enough had turned up. Max had had a lot to overcome before
         deciding to go. Sure, he was grateful to Eldon for protecting him in prison, but his old boss reminded him of the past – a
         past he spent a small part of every day wishing he could change, and the rest of those same days trying to live down. Max
         and Eldon had never spoken about the things they’d done. Max had never bothered even trying to bring it up, because Eldon
         would have thought he was wearing a wire and clammed up; and after he’d patted him down and found he was clean, he would have
         chewed out his former protégé for being a born-again pussy and clammed up even harder. That was Eldon through and through,
         always had been – a brick wall; his way or no way.
      

      
      Max had walked into the gym that day in December, but he hadn’t gotten much further than the doorway. He’d looked around and
         spotted the familiar faces, some withered and soured with age and bad living, others bloated with success, a few looking pretty
         much the way he remembered them, give or take thinner hair and a few extra wrinkles. Every single one of them had blood on
         their hands. Every single one of them had gotten away with murder. And him? He was just the newest arrival, the baddest of
         them all, the tip of the MTF spear.
      

      
      His former colleagues gradually noticed him and, one by one, they fell quiet, until the gym was silent. Then someone started
         clapping. And soon everyone joined in. More than that – they stamped their feet and called out his name and whistled and cheered.
         He was the returning hero, the prodigal son, the last of the Miami gunfighters taking a final bow. He’d felt sick. They weren’t
         just celebrating him, they were revelling in everything they’d once been and everything they’d done – the planted evidence,
         the coerced confessions, the perjury, the hundreds of wrongful convictions, the killings – the eternal ‘make it stick, make it fit’ credo. No guilt, no conscience, no accountability.
      

      
      Then Eldon had stepped out of the crowd and come over to him, smiling, arms open in expectant embrace. Max had suddenly thought
         of Sandra and how she’d hated Burns. It was in part because of her that he’d left the force. She would never have married
         him otherwise. He’d seen her face again then, right in front of him, clear as day. He’d frozen up and stepped back. Eldon
         had dropped his smile and his arms.
      

      
      They’d managed a polite but awkward conversation, Eldon trying to make inroads, trying to draw Max back, Max retreating, all
         short sentences, monosyllables, grunts. Finally Eldon had given up on formality and held out his hand to say goodbye.
      

      
      ‘You were one of the great ones,’ he’d said.

      
      Those were the last words he spoke to Max. Same thing Joe had said to him just now, almost in the same damn spot too.

      
      Max headed for his car. He thought about what he’d be doing tomorrow, next week, and for as long as he could hang on. It was
         all about that now, hanging on – hanging on to a job he hated, hanging on until he’d put enough money away so he wouldn’t
         wind up a homeless bum on the beach.
      

      
      He thought of Joe about to go off on a crusade, getting justice for someone he’d despised, because it was the right thing
         to do, because that was what he did, what he felt he was here for.
      

      
      What did he think he was doing, walking away?

      
      Joe was his friend.

      
      Eldon had been his friend.

      
      He owed Eldon.

      
      He owed Joe.

      
      He closed his eyes and looked for his wife, Sandra. She wasn’t there.

      
      It was on him.

      
      His decision.

      
      It was OK.

      
      He could do this.

      
      One more time.
      

      
      Born to Run.

      
      He turned around.

      
      Joe was standing outside the gym, looking at him. He’d either been watching him disappear or waiting around in case he changed
         his mind – probably knowing that he would, that this was something he couldn’t pass up.
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      Max went home to his beachfront penthouse on Collins Avenue. He’d paid half a million bucks for it in 1997. It was the only
         smart investment he’d made – or so he’d thought at the time. Shortly after he moved in, Miami had become a magnet for the
         hip and the beautiful and property value rocketed to the sort of ridiculous levels not seen since the cocaine boom. Now, as
         then, things had changed.
      

      
      The economy was in freefall, banks were failing, businesses were going to the wall and house prices were crashing. The country
         was being sucked feet first into a new Depression and Miami was hopscotching around the plughole.
      

      
      The penthouse was on the fourteenth floor, and in the evenings he liked to sit outside on the balcony, facing the ocean. When
         he listened in on the waves and felt the fresh, salty air on his face, he could empty his head and find something close to
         peace.
      

      
      Inside, behind the thick floor-to-ceiling windows, it was dark, quiet and practically empty. In the daytime, the sun would
         pour in, its beams warming the dark mahogany floors, drawn to them like feathers to an oil slick, blunting and dulling the
         light in the penthouse. It gave the room a graphite tinge. A few pieces of furniture stood off to the far right, almost hidden
         in shadow, as if abandoned or moved to maximise the vast remaining space.
      

      
      Max hadn’t done any entertaining nor had any visitors here in quite a while – not since going on the eighteen-month-long bender that had put him in hospital and cost him the bulk of his fortune and his self-respect.
      

      
      In December 1996 he came back from Haiti with $20 million in drug money. It was payment for finding a missing child. He should
         have been all right then, set for life, but things hadn’t worked out that way.
      

      
      He didn’t know what to do with the money. The only time he’d ever been near that much was as a cop on drug raids. By the time
         he’d left the Miami PD, traffickers were making so much cash they were literally buying up fields to bury it in. The cops
         built mini-mountain ranges out of the seized cash and had their pictures taken next to them. Some made the pictures into personalised
         greetings cards.
      

      
      He knew he couldn’t put the money in a bank because questions would be asked and he’d be investigated – by the police, the
         FBI and the IRS. They’d confiscate the money and put him on a shitlist. He didn’t need the hassle.
      

      
      He bought a safe, which he installed in the house on Key Biscayne he’d shared with Sandra. He planned on staying there the
         rest of his life, close to the physical memories of his wife. While he was in prison, she had kept the place looking exactly
         the same, probably so that when he came out he’d have something familiar to return to and build upon. She’d died of a brain
         haemorrhage a year before his release. He’d found her clothes still in the wardrobe and chest of drawers, a faint trace of
         perfume weaving through the fabric. In dreams he’d be lying next to her, holding her, listening to her breathing. In the mornings
         he woke up with his arms folded over empty space. He went to her graveside every Sunday with fresh flowers; he sat on a hunting
         stool and read one of her many books to her. Rain or shine. Life was simple. No one would replace Sandra, so he hadn’t bothered
         looking, hadn’t given it any thought.
      

      
      He placed $6 million in trust funds for Joe Liston’s kids: $2 million for Jet, $1 million apiece for the others. They couldn’t
         access it until they were thirty. He reasoned that they’d be mature enough by then to handle the money responsibly.
      

      
      In 1997 he met Yolande Pétion, a Haitian-American ex-cop, at Joe’s house. She talked about opening a private detective agency
         in Miami’s Little Haiti devoted to handling local cases. They went into business together. Max put up the capital for an office.
         They called it Pétion-Mingus Investigations.
      

      
      The agency was Max’s way of giving something back to Haiti, the country and the people who’d made him rich – and of turning
         bad money to good. After a slow start, the clientele started coming in. They handled everything from insurance jobs to missing
         persons. They cleared every case. Then, in August 1999, Yolande was shot and killed after surprising burglars at her home.
         Jewellery, credit cards and cash were missing from her house.
      

      
      Max closed down the agency.

      
      He turned fifty in March the following year. Joe threw him a surprise party. They went to a stripclub. He felt uncomfortable
         being there, all that gyrating bare flesh. He thought of the five years he’d been grieving. He started drinking some of the
         overpriced cheap champagne. It went straight to his head. He loosened up and a smile came to his face. By evening’s end he
         was wasted and smoking cigarettes, a girl grinding her bare ass on his crotch, him getting aroused as hell, her asking him
         how bad he wanted her, him saying bad as hell, baby, bad as hell. They negotiated a fee.
      

      
      The big five-o hit him hard. He knew he’d never be young again, and that he only had a limited amount of time left to enjoy
         life before his body started falling apart. Winter was tuning up. He didn’t want to add on more regrets and let potential
         good times pass him by. He had a lot of money, and he still had his health and some of his looks.
      

      
      All those things he supposedly couldn’t do any more he did as much as possible. He carried on smoking, sparingly at first,
         no more than five or six a day. But he soon rediscovered that bygone comfort in nicotine and the routine of addiction: it was something to organise his aimless life around. He started
         drinking again too. And chasing after women.
      

      
      Then he fell in love.

      
      Tameka Barber.

      
      Or Hurricane Tameka, as Joe later called her.

      
      They met in May 2000. She was a trainer at his gym. A six-foot-tall ebony goddess, fit, muscular, lean, beautiful. He deliberately
         took her abs class to have a pretext to talk to her, noticing the red rose tattoo on her ankle, the other on her right breast,
         when she bent over. He liked her wicked smile and the laugh that went with it, a knowing, earthy cackle, three parts sex,
         one part danger. Eventually he asked her out and they got together. On paper it didn’t look too bad – she was thirty-seven
         (although she looked ten years younger, thanks to a healthy lifestyle). In public, however, they looked like the typical Miami
         Beach couple – the rich, bald old white man with his young, statuesque exotic trophy squeeze. It couldn’t be helped. It was
         what it was.
      

      
      They had some great times. The sex was wild – intense, gymnastic and inventive. He found it went even better with coke – which
         he’d only ever tried once before. He fell in love and told her so. She said she loved him too. He contemplated marrying her.
         She told him he’d make a good dad.
      

      
      Over the next year he and Tameka got through most of the Haiti millions. They moved into the penthouse. She had it redecorated.
         He gave her half a million dollars to start up her own gym. He took her to the Bahamas. First class, five star, everywhere.
         He took her to Vegas, and lost a fortune at the tables, to Mexico and Rio. He bought her a Mercedes and himself a Porsche.
         After totalling the Porsche, he bought a Mercedes to go with hers.
      

      
      Joe saw what was happening and where it was all going. He didn’t like Tameka, felt there was something not quite right about
         her. He ran her prints. Nothing whatsoever on record, not even a parking ticket to her name. But he trusted his instincts and dug deeper. First there was the teenage daughter she’d
         left behind in Tucson, Arizona. Then the boyfriend in Miami Springs, the one she visited every other day, the one she was
         giving Max’s money to. His name was Hector Givens. He’d done time in Arizona for an insurance scam.
      

      
      When Joe told Max, he didn’t believe him and got seriously pissed. Then he went round to Givens’s condo and Tameka opened
         the door, wearing one of the Chanel towels he’d bought her. She didn’t even bother denying it. He was the biggest dumbass
         of all, she told him, if he hadn’t so much as suspected what was going on: the only reason her fine ass was with him was money,
         honey. He told her she was a great actress and a complete bitch. She gave him a weird smile – a smirking grimace he interpreted
         as sadistic glee – and then slammed the door. Hector came after him with a tyre iron, yelling something about how he couldn’t
         be calling his woman a gold-digging bitch, or whatever it was he’d said to her. Max busted Hector’s front teeth with one punch
         and his jaw with another. He thought of going back and doing the same to Tameka, but he didn’t hit women. Instead he went
         to a bar on Ocean Drive, got too wasted to walk and tripped down some stairs on the way to the bathroom.
      

      
      He came to in hospital. Broken collar bone, broken left arm, broken leg, Joe standing there with a bowl of grapes and two
         sets of news: Tameka and Givens had split town for places unknown, and the Twin Towers had just come down in New York. It
         was September 11, 2001.
      

      
      When he got out of hospital, Max vowed never to drink, smoke or take drugs again, and if a woman that hot ever so much as
         smiled at him, he’d make sure he vetted her before he smiled back.
      

      
      He moved back into the Key Biscayne house. He had trouble sleeping and his healing bones were causing him pain. He took pills
         for both. On December 19, he woke up on the sidewalk, being slapped awake by a paramedic. His house and the house next door had gone up in flames. How he’d gotten out – or who’d
         gotten him out – he didn’t know. Investigators later said the next-door neighbour had doused himself and his house in gasoline
         and set himself ablaze.
      

      
      They told Max he was lucky to be alive. He wasn’t so sure. The fire had taken almost everything from him. His money was gone,
         as were every single one of his physical memories of Sandra, which hurt the most. Police later gave him back the only things
         they’d been able to salvage from the ruins – two photographs: one of him and Sandra on their wedding day in 1985, and the
         other of Solomon Boukman holding a gun to his head in Haiti in 1996.
      

      
      There was a kind of sick symmetry to that, he had to admit, the way the fire had taken everything but those two pictures.
         He’d met Sandra around the time he’d been drawn into Solomon Boukman’s orbit. She died the year Boukman had been released
         from prison and deported to Haiti.
      

      
      Solomon Boukman … Christ.

      
      Thinking about him sent fresh chills down long-distance wires. Max had been as good as broken by that case, the career-maker
         turned career-ender – the proverbial abyss he’d stared into and seen his true reflection winking back at him. He’d always
         thought that was some smartass bullshit made up to dodge the burden of personal responsibility, but the truth of it hit him
         right between the eyes in the shape of Boukman.
      

      
      Boukman was into everything big and illegal in Miami in his heyday: drugs, prostitution, gambling, extortion, gun-running,
         money laundering – the works. Yet he was more than the sum of his crimes and the multi-million-dollar organisation that he
         ran. He used voodoo, black magic and extreme violence to control his people and to keep anyone who ever heard his name in
         a state of fear. He practised human sacrifice. He zombified his enemies with potions and hypnosis and used them as weapons
         – his very own suicide killers. And he turned himself into a myth, an urban legend in his own lifetime, a spook story parents
         told their kids at night to terrify them into goodness. Newly arrived Haitians swore Boukman was the earthly incarnation of
         Baron Samedi, the voodoo god of death. Others said he was the Devil incarnate because he’d been seen in multiple places at
         the same time. Most agreed that he was a shapeshifter – he could transform his appearance at will, from a young Californian
         blonde woman to an old black man, and everything in between. No one knew what he really looked like. Or so went the whispers
         on the street.
      

      
      In reality, he was just a man – albeit a clever, manipulative, evil man who dressed himself up as a superstition and played
         on fear.
      

      
      Max and Joe caught Boukman in 1981. They’d chased him through Little Haiti, Boukman bleeding from a cut femoral artery. Boukman
         had collapsed inside a disused building. Max had tied off the wound and given him mouth-to-mouth. Then they’d taken him in.
      

      
      A year later, Boukman was tried, found guilty of first-degree murder and sentenced to death. In court he refused to take the
         stand and said absolutely nothing throughout his trial, until Max had finished giving his testimony. Then Boukman had locked
         eyes with Max and broke his silence for the one and only time: ‘You give me reason to live,’ he said.
      

      
      Those words had haunted Max for a good long while. Boukman’s quiet, hissy murmur lodged in some corner of his mind, echoing
         back at him. He hadn’t understood what the Haitian meant then. Was it a threat, a promise or the desperate bluster of a sinking
         man? He’d tried to let it go, tried reasoning with himself. But the case had gotten to him, fucked him up good. When Max and
         Joe were closing in and Boukman’s grip had started weakening, the Haitian had kidnapped Max, tortured him, zombified him and
         then put a gun in his hand and turned him loose on Eldon and Joe.
      

      
      In his dreams, Max had relived those memories and woken up screaming, reaching for his cigarettes, his booze, his tranqs.
         One by one, Sandra got rid of the pacifiers until the only thing he could reach out for when he woke in terror was her. She
         held him and soothed him back to sleep, telling him it was just a bad dream, that Boukman was long gone, that dreams always
         passed. And she was right.
      

      
      Over time the nightmares faded.

      
      Then Max went to prison.

      
      And Sandra died a year before he was released.

      
      Which was why he’d taken the job in Haiti – where he’d last encountered Boukman, unwittingly, unknowingly.

      
      Although he’d been on death row, awaiting the outcome of his penultimate appeal, Boukman had been deported back to Haiti in
         1995. The year before, the US had invaded the country to restore its deposed president in the name of democracy. Someone somewhere
         in Washington had decided to take the opportunity to free up the prisons, by very quietly deporting all Haitian criminals
         taking up valuable cell space. As Boukman was not an American citizen, he got a plane ride home, the argument being that it
         was cheaper to ship him than to kill him. At the time, Haiti had no prisons, no courts and no police, just the occupying US
         Army, and it was too busy stopping the country from sliding into anarchy to play cop. So when they arrived back home, the
         expelled criminals were set free, unleashed on their vulnerable, near destitute countrymen like starving wolves in a sheep
         pen. No checks, no balances, no one in authority even crossing their fingers.
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