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SEPTEMBER


Footage of the arrest was posted in an online article of the Chronicle, the leading English-speaking newspaper on the island. Somali tasered during arrest, the title read.




The Rapid Intervention Unit had been called in to calm the waters following an argument in a bar in Marsa. The footage, taken on a mobile of a passer-by, showed two officers getting out of the squad car and moving swiftly towards a Somali at the bar’s entrance.

After talking to him, the officers tried to hand-cuff him, but he resisted, pulling himself back, shouting and shaking his head vigorously.

As people started gathering around, the scene became increasingly aggressive.

At one point, another officer got out of the car, taser in hand. He rushed towards his colleagues, aimed the weapon and pulled the trigger. Two probes stuck to the black man’s body and for about five seconds generated a buzzing sound as an electrical current was produced. The Somali fell on the ground instantly quivering, foaming and wetting his trousers in the process.

All the while, a handful of rubberneckers were jeering and shouting approving remarks.

“Look, he peed in his pants,” mocked somebody.

“Serves them right!”

“Lock him up! Lock all of them!”

Laughing was heard in the background.

“All his airs are gone now! Look how he’s trembling like jelly!”

A corpulent dyed blonde was shrieking at the top of her voice, shaking her arms in the air. “Good for you! We can’t even walk in our streets because of you! We don’t want you!”

The last frame of the post caught a glimpse of the women as she shrilled, “Get back to your country! Black bastards!”

That evening, on an Italian television station, parts of the video clip including a translation of the blonde woman’s xenophobic comments were broadcast for all to see. In a few hours, Europe got to know what had happened at the entrance of that bar in Marsa. Questions were bound to be asked in Brussels, answers had to be given.

◆◆◆


1

Monday (10.10)


As Inspector Sander Debono got in the squad car, he gave a quick look at the morning sky - a solid light grey mass with darker clouds looming ominously in a steady breeze. The air had finally chilled, and it seemed that the storm which had been expected for weeks on end was about to hit the islands at last. Showers were forecast and, for once, the chaps at the Met Office could hit the nail on the head!




“Good morning, chief,” PC Micallef said opening the back door for him.


Debono didn’t like talking at that time of day, but the obligatory ‘bonġu’ was due to whoever wakes up with a civilised disposition towards mankind.


“Looks as if it might finally pour!” the constable said taking his position behind the wheel. On the front seat lay the band club’s music score for second trumpet which he had been studying while waiting for the inspector.

“And there’s nothing we can do about it!”

PC Micallef chuckled. He was the text-book chubby bloke with a jolly character.


“That’s what my nanna used to say,” he said. “I’m only pissed because I’ve just washed and polished the car!”



Indeed, the Octavia was speckless, but the smell of ricotta pastizzi munched on his way to Tarxien lingered on in spite of the Smiley air-freshener hanging from the mirror.


For the rest of the journey, he kept his mouth shut leaving Debono to surf the internet on the smartphone in peace.


The headlines read out like a mini horror story. For starters a top government official was being investigated for receiving bribes, a minister was reported to have spent thousands of taxpayers’ money during a short official visit abroad and two rival gangs of Syrian nationals got in a fight in Paceville during which “sharp, pointed instruments” were used. The cherry on the cake was the news about a university dean who employed his mistress as personal assistant. The online site had aptly added the adverb “allegedly” before “employed” to avoid possible libel charges. Somebody in the comment section to the article had written: “satisfaction at the workplace!” adding a meme of a wink.


Debono shook his head and sighed. Sixty years or so after Independence, a country which could have developed in an efficient and prosperous state was slowly turning into a corrupt, irremediable mess! If Netflix was looking for interesting documentaries, the newspapers could provide ready-made subject material.

By the time he had ingested his daily dose of trepidation, they had reached the Depot in Floriana and Micallef parked in the last available bay reserved for the police.

“If you don’t mind I’ll be going for my breakfast, chief” he said as he got out the car.

Debono looked at him in surprise.

“But surely, you must have had something at home?” the inspector asked.


“Yessir! English breakfast prepared by mum and some pastizzi whilst studying for Wednesday’s kunċert but no one makes better doughnuts than Żużu’s round the corner... Care to join me?”


The inspector gently declined and proceed towards HQ.

There was nothing on his desk demanding immediate attention: no messages from Commissioner Gatt, no backlog to attend to, nothing whatsoever!

“Good!”  he thought smiling beneath his bushy, salt and pepper moustache.


He took out a copy of Herodotes’s Histories from the top drawer and it opened by itself at the bookmark. With some luck he’d finish a chapter or two by noon. This could turn out in a quite fruitful ordinary quiet day!


◆◆◆

The predicted outpour did not materialise during the morning. Every time he lifted his eyes from the book, Debono noticed the changing moods of the sky from the office window. The clouds formed a spectrum of different greys which appeared and disappeared intermittently but, at around ten, a smutter of sunlight filled the frame and, for a brief moment, it seemed as if the day had started to brighten up.

Presently, there was an assertive knock at the door accompanied by a trace of Chanel 5. The young, effervescent WPS Patricia Vella was in the room.

“Sir, I need half an hour or so time-off to run an errand in Valletta, do I have your permission?”

“Yes, yes, yes…”


“Grazzi! Marija wants to come with me, is it possible?”


“Yes, of course.”

The average rate of murders on the islands was roughly two to three annually. In a hectic year, one could get four… 2006 was an exceptional year! There were six, three of which had been assigned and solved by him. He was young then and solving those complicated cases had given him the proverbial fifteen minutes of fame. When everything was said and done, life at the local Homicide Unit could be pretty boring.

“Perhaps, we’ll drop by for a coffee on our way back… Shall we call you to join us?”

“No, don’t bother. Take your time!”


“Grazzi again, sir!”


As the sergeant turned around brusquely, he caught a glimpse of a Tiepolo pink tanga emerging from her designer jeans. He tried to dismiss the image from his mind: women of her beauty could provoke disturbing thoughts for men of his age! Luckily, the mobile rang snapping him out of his daydreams. Assunta was panicked and he couldn’t understand a word his wife was saying.

“What happened?” he asked trying to calm her down.

“Water’s flowing from the tank…” she said gasping, “it’s all over the roof, Sander…”

“Get to the main, it’s to the side of the entrance hall and turn the white knob anticlockwise. That should stop the flow for now.”

She complied to his instructions and the cascade dried out.

“Better call Joey and tell him to come and fix this as soon as possible!” she said.


“Leave it to me, ħanini! Don’t worry!”


In the contact list he searched for “Joey Plumber”. Throughout the years Debono never got to know Joe’s surname but that was alright with him so long as the other answered the call.


“How can I help you, Spettur?”


Debono explained the problem in a few words.

“The ball-valve got jammed,” was his diagnosis. “We’ll either lubricate it, risking it blocks again at another time, or we change it…”

“Change it. It’s better.”


“As you say, Spettur!”


“At what time are you coming?”

There was a small pause on the other side. “Right now, I’m at Marsa. This should keep me here till round about three… I’ll buy the ball-valve on my way and pop over at four. Is that okay?”

“Perfect!”

The elder son of their maid Faustina, Joey was doted with hands which could fix whatever was broken. For the inspector who could hardly distinguish a spanner from a plier, the thirty-five year old wizard was a godsend.

Debono relayed the comforting info to his wife and with the ball-valve episode solved for the time being, he snuggled in the armchair with his book again.

It was always a pleasure re-reading the Father of History, and Volume Five described the preparations of the Persians for their invasion of Greece. Debono had reached the part where Cambyses, a king of Persia, had appointed Otanes as royal judge following the execution of the corrupt Sisamnes. The latter had his skin flayed and used as cover for the judge’s seat. Consequently, every day Otanes had to deliver his sentences whilst sitting on the cushion made of his father’s skin. In such manner justice prevailed and corruption was deterred.

Debono remembered the day’s headlines and chuckled.

Immersed in his reading he hadn’t noticed that the sky had darkened menacingly, and his two sergeants were back.

“Did you have fun?” he asked.

“So and so,” Cassar said. “Almost six euros for two coffees... And a fiver for a couple of croissants! It’s a bit too much!”

“Were the croissants good, at least?”

“A total rip-off!” Vella remarked. “Besides being overpriced I wonder whether famished bears would have eaten them…”

Suddenly, the landline rang, and all eyes darted towards it.  

“Good morning, Sander.” It was Inspector Ellul of the Żejtun District.


“Bonġu, George.”



“How are you, sieħbi?”


“I was good, till now!”

Ellul giggled. “I guess you’re right! Got some bad news for you, buddy!”

“DIs never phone for anything else.”

“Sorry, but I’m afraid you’re needed here asap.”

Debono’s eyes instinctively fell on the clock hanging on the wall. 12.17. In two hours, the shift would have been over, and the case would have been passed on to the other officer on duty! What a jinx!

“Where’s ‘here’?”

“Near Hassan’s Cave.” The location was in the limits of Birżebbuġa which fell under the aegis of the Żejtun Police District - hence Ellul’s involvement in the case.

“Please don’t touch anything, George!” he pleaded. The district inspector was worse than the proverbial bull in a China shop.

“Nothing. I promise!”

After placing the receiver carefully in its place, the Debono’s eyes met those of the sergeant major’s.

“I’ll call Micallef,” she said.

He nodded. “The holiday is over. We’ve got work to do!”

As his lips pronounced the last word, the gates of heaven opened far and wide and the pent-up clouds begun pouring with a vengeance. If the clumsy D.I. had not already devastated the crime scene, that storm would certainly do.

Sander darted at his polished Oxfords and grimaced. Definitely, the scene of the crime was not going to be the only thing ruined by the deluge.

◆◆◆

PC Micallef didn’t need any directions to reach the scene of the crime. It was as if he came with a GPS implanted in his DNA and knew every nook and cranny on the archipelago.

In normal circumstances, the location wasn’t more than a twenty-minute drive from Floriana, but, in the chaotic state of the flooded roads and the traffic jams which ensued because of the weather, it took them well over an hour and a half to be there.

The Skoda Octavia stopped by the District patrol car which had the signal lights flashing.

Rain was still falling heavily and it was useless to get out. Debono glanced at his wrist-watch and his lips twitched. In any other day he would have been heading home at that time. Today, work hadn’t even started yet.

DI Ellul approached under cover of a sturdy Mary-Poppins umbrella.

“We received an anonymous phone call a few hours ago,” he shouted. “At first I thought it was a prank, but then I’ve my men and they found the corpse where indicated. I came here myself. Then, I called you up and all heavens broke loose. Luckily, there was this lost brolly at the station...”

“Have you managed to trace the person who did the call?”

“Negative! I took the call myself. “There’s a corpse by Hassan’s Cave!” it repeated and that was all.”

“Male or female?”

“A man, I think... Most probably, somebody came here for a quickie and discovered the corpse.”

Ellul’s version of the facts was, very probably, quite correct. The place was deserted.

The rain continued pouring incessantly.

“There’s practically nothing we can do right now, can we?” Debono added. “We’d have to wait.”


His mobile gave out the introductory notes of Charpentier’s Te Deum. Joey the plumber had been caught up in work and couldn’t make it that afternoon.



“But I’ll be there tomorrow for sure, Spettur... I promise!” he said reassuringly.


“Don’t worry, Joe!” he replied. With a myriad of thoughts milling in his mind at that moment, a defective ball-valve was the least in his priorities. Quickly, he phoned Assunta to tell her about the situation at hand. “Don’t wait for me for supper. By the looks of it, it was going to be a very long evening!”

He addressed the DI “You haven’t touched anything, have you?”

“Nothing at all! We left her covered with twigs and leaves as I found her.”

“Somebody tried to conceal her?”

Ellul shrugged. “It was getting dark when we arrived. I could barely see her camouflaged as she was to the ground. Then I realised she’s black...”

“Black?”

“Light brownish to be more precise and a mass of black curly hair. Must have been in her twenties but she’s definitely a foreigner! Aren’t you going to see her?”

The downpour gave no signs of receeding.

“Not in this outpour! Where is she exactly?”

Ellul straightened up and pointed towards a spot. “Over there, under that shrub on the ridge, above the cliff. Not a pretty sight I must admit. Bits of her face have been bitten off by rats. Must have been here for over twenty-four hours.”

“Did you, by any chance, call Forensics?”

Ellul shook his head and winked. “Oh, not I!”

“Why not?”


“That’s something that the investigating inspector – meaning you – have to do, sieħbi!”


DI Ellul remembered all relevant parts of the regulation book concerning his duties. He wasn’t as stupid as he looked.

Debono phoned Sergeant Farrugia and the Forensic team were on their way. He had also called the duty magistrate. 

“Let’s wait till they come and the weather calms down,” he said as soon as he ended the calls.


“And let’s hope it does so soon because my ċirimelli are freezing out here!”


About a quarter of an hour later the rain dwindled to a light drizzle and Debono took the opportunity to make a move. Vella and Cassar took out foldable brollies from their bags. They shared one and lent the other to their superior.

“Do I have to come with you, chief?” Micallef asked with a trembling voice.

An extra pair of legs would ruin whatever there was left to save.

“Not really!”

Mike’s face shone. He magically conjured an energy bar out of God-know-where and stayed in the car nibbling it.

“Mind you’re going to ruin those shoes, sir,” Marija Cassar told him with a snigger. They knew how finicky he was about the tidiness of his shoes.

Debono darted a menacing glance and started threading amongst the shrubs after the district inspector.

◆◆◆


A sharp smell of salt mingled with the freshness of wet soil emanating from the ground. The eerie silence broken by the hypnotic beating of the rain on the gagazza, the inspector closed his eyes in the savage beauty of the idyllic scenery. It was as if he could listen to the soft whisperings of the earth!


The victim was beneath a shrub on the part of a plain overlooking the cliffs. Debono bent over to have a closer look. Besides a few rat bites on her swollen face the woman had no signs of bullet or knife wounds. Her neck was at an awkward angle suggesting that it had been violently twisted. Wallet and mobile, if she had any, were not in the vicinity. Round her twisted neck hung an unusual heart-shaped necklace made of some sort of semi-precious stone.

“It might take some time to identify her,” Debono remarked.

“Not as long as one would expect,” Ellul replied. “Yesterday afternoon, a couple from Marsaxlokk reported their daughter missing.”

“Foreigners?”

“Maltese. They’ve adopted her twenty-two years or so ago from Sudan. I thought the Sudanese were dark-coloured people but, evidently, the population is all shades of brown.”

“And, you think, that’s her?”

The DI pursed his lips. “Possibly! They had brought some recent photos to the station but, with that swollen face it’s difficult to tell! Still, she has curly hair and she’s wearing what the missing girl had on. There’s a good chance that it’s the victim!”

“Call them up for identification as soon as she’s in the morgue. Definitely before the autopsy.”

Ellul nodded. “Leave it to me.”

The Forensic team had just arrived. They too had been held in traffic and Sergeant Farrugia was furious.  

“It hasn’t rained for months and now that we’ve got a murder in our hands, the scene’s a mess!”

“Let’s just try to get whatever there’s left!” Debono said encouragingly.


“’Try’ is a good word but it won’t be much, I’m telling you, Spettur! Not in these conditions!”


Presently another car approached and parked by the others with the engine still running.

The dainty Elena Scotto Borg LLD popped out as if she were getting out of a Gucci boutique.  She had been appointed magistrate a month before and was new to the job, her only point of merit being her marriage to a staunch supporter of the party in government and close friend of one of the ministers.

Donning designer clothes, Scotto Borg came to a sudden halt by the low wall and looked at the environs with a mixture of apprehension and disgust. Then, she craned her neck and called out visibly flustered.


“What have we got, Spettur?” she shouted.


Debono footslogged in her direction.

“A young woman, black, swollen face and a broken neck, Your Honour. She’s right over there,” he said offering his arm to lift her.

She grimaced and didn’t budge.


She can’t stand the sight of blood, he thought



“It’s okay, Spettur. I really don’t have to see it, you know! I’ll just add it to my case-load. The usual procedure?”


Debono was pretty sure that she didn’t know what the usual procedure meant. Still he nodded.


“Then, I leave everything in your capable hands. Do what you must! Just inform me when everything has been carried out and the experts finish their reports, etcetera,” she said as she turned and hovered back in the car.


The menacing clouds on the horizon were approaching rapidly from over the haunting islet of Filfla and a new shower was soon to be expected. Debono glanced at his watch, hoping for the coroner to arrive shortly and take the body to the morgue.

“Can we hurry this up?” Ellul asked in anguish. The cold temperature had given him a strong urge to pee and he needed to go to the bathroom quickly.

“Not really, but it’s useless for you to stay here,” Debono replied. “Better to contact the parents and prepare them for a visit to the mortuary. But before you do, wait for my phone call. I don’t want them to wait there uselessly...”

Ellul got the message. “I’ll take them when I receive your call, Sander... That’d be where my job in this case ends...”

“And where mine starts!”

◆◆◆


A rented car was seen pulling over. Sharon Magro, star reporter at the daily Berqa, got out, camera in hand. As usual, she must have received inside information from a mole at the Depot and sped towards the scene of the crime in search of a scoop.


“What’s she doing here?” Patricia asked.

Between the sergeant and the journalist there was no chemistry at all.

“Reporters do have a tendency to worm their way into anything which might draw public attention,” Cassar explained.

“Worm their way... You can say that again!”


“Hi Spettur!” Sharona shouted at the top of her voice and waving the hand which wasn’t carrying the camera.


She started moving towards the group but was told off immediately by an officer in a Tyvek suit.

“You can’t stay here, Miss!” he shouted. “We’re not ready yet.”


“I just want to talk to Debono,” she said. “He knows he can trust me. Don’t worry, I won’t soil the scene of the crime anymore that it actually is,” she said looking at the mess the deluge had left. “Spettur, may I speak to you for a moment?”


Debono waited for the officer to finish off his job and beckoned her to move closer with a nod of his head.

“How did you find out about this?” he asked, well knowing that she wasn’t going to provide him with an answer.

Sharona smiled maliciously. “First rule of journalism; never reveal your sources. If you spill the beans once, no one will ever give you any more beans to spill. May I take some pictures?”

“As long as you don’t bring us in them and as long as you don’t focus on the corpse.”

“Might as well take photos of Filfla then!” she said pointed at the faraway islet.

“That’s the rule, take it or leave it!”


“You do think I’m a heartless monster, don’t you Spettur! It’s not fair! I’m only doing my job,” she said as the camera started clicking.


“And we’re trying to do ours!”

Vella shifted away with a visible effort not to throw the journalist over the cliffs.

“Leave it to me. You’ve got my word that these pictures will be blurred for the sake of those with sensitive morals...”

“Who’s the inquiring magistrate?” Sharona asked still clicking.

“Scotto Borg!”


She moved the camera away and chuckled viciously. “Good luck, Spettur, you really need it!”


Debono shrugged.

“Is she the girl who was reported missing a couple of days ago?

“Most probably, but don’t jump into conclusions. We still have to check with the parents. Have you heard what I said?”

“Okay!” She clicked some more pictures. “So, do you think it’s a case of racial hatred?”

“And let’s not be sensational!” he added. “Such declarations possibly increase sales but we don’t know anything yet.”

“So you’re excluding it?”

He sighed.


“I never excluded anything a priori but with the investigation barely begun, don’t expect any premature conclusions.”



A few moments later she put back the cover on the lens. “Grazzi Spettur. I’ll try to jot down a few vague paragraphs with what you’ve said, or better still, with what you haven’t said! You just don’t know how difficult it is to fill in empty spaces with words when there’s nothing to say!”


The sergeants joined their boss after Magro left. Vella followed her with vengeful eyes. “I don’t know why, but that woman evokes nasty feelings in me,” she admitted when the car was out of sight. “Perhaps we were mortal enemies in a previous existence... The thing is I don’t believe in such paranormal phenomena. Do you believe in reincarnation, sir?”

“No! The trouble of one life are enough for me, thank you!”

Vella turned to her colleague. “And you?”

Marija smiled. “Not in re-incarnation, but I do believe in miracles.”

Patricia cast a curious glance at her. “Why’s that?”

“If Sharona manages to write an article on something she hardly knows anything about, how would you describe that?”

◆◆◆

   

Round about seven, a timid, scared couple stood at the entrance of the morgue at Mater Dei Hospital. They were introduced to Debono as Oscar and Lourdes Buttigieg, the parents of the missing girl. The tension on their faces was palpable. This was the part despised most of his job.

“I guess Inspector Ellul has already told you about that the body of a young woman which has been found in the limits of Hassan’s Cave earlier this afternoon,” Debono began with a clinical tone of voice.

“Yes!” Oscar whispered one lip twitching nervously. The poor man had bloodshot eyes and sported a three day stubble.

“We still have no idea who this person is, that’s why we need you to identify the corpse...”

“But why us?” Oscar gasped.

Evidently the man was in denial and failing to see the obvious. Debono had to handle this situation with great care and extreme gentleness but, try as he may, he couldn’t pass his message without being blunt.

“You’ve filed a report about your daughter’s disappearance, this is normal procedure...” he said after a while hoping that the others would join the dots and come to the intended conclusion.

“And you think it’s Charity?” Lourdes chipped in going straight to the point. “You think the girl in there is our Charity?”

“The body is of a girl of dark complexion...”

He could have added that the clothes on the corpse were similar to those of their daughter when she was reported missing: a pair of Denim jeans, a white top, faux-leather black jacket, white sneakers... Instead, he said nothing. He was sure they’d still concede the possibility that it was another person in a desperate effort to nourish hope in the face of harsh reality.

“To be totally honest, I simply don’t know and there’s only one way to find out,” the inspector said. “That’s the reason why you’re here. Are you ready to identify the body? Are you ready to help us?”

After a while Oscar nodded.

“Good! Follow me.”

Donning a spotless white lab coat, Dr Caterina Caruana greeted them with a wry smile and led them to the freezers. She opened one and slid out a stretcher.

“I’ll uncover it when you tell me,” the pathologist said. “Just take your time. There’s no hurry!”

Dreading what she was about to see, Lourdes huddled close to her husband as if she wanted to bury her face in his shoulders.

At Oscar’s bidding, Dr Caruana lifted the sheet. He was taken aback and let out a groan.

“Oh my God! My baby... My dearest... What have they done to you?” he cried out.

Lourdes fell to the ground in a swoon. Sergeants Vella and Cassar were close by and helped her to regain consciousness. Then, the parents were lead out without delay.

As he was leaving the room, Debono and Dr Caruana’s eyes met knowingly. Now, the blank tag around the corpse’s toe could be filled in. The body had a name, and it was Charity Buttigieg.

◆◆◆

At home, later that evening, there was a knot in his stomach and his appetite was in ruins.


“Do you want any minestra?” his wife asked.


“I don’t know!” he answered meekly. “I’m not particularly hungry!”

Assunta re-heated a ladlesful of blended  vegetable soup and fished out a couple of semi-molten cheeselets. Perhaps those would whet his appetite! Then, she sat in her usual place at the table and kept silent while he sipped at his food distractedly.

“Did Carmen phone?” he asked.

Their daughter invariably started a WhatsApp chat round about seven.

“Yes.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yes. And you?”

He grimaced and didn’t answer. A young girl had been brutally murder, her battered face and broken neck were still milling in his mind. Things were definitely not okay!


He nibbled the goat-milk ġbejniet. In different circumstances, he would have gulped down the whole cauldron.



“This minestra is delicious, ħanini!” he said, avoiding the question.


She smiled.

With a heavy step he went upstairs and headed towards Justin’s room. His son had been heading the Cyber Crime Unit since his graduation.

“Hi pa! Busy evening, was it?”

Justin had browsing through the police official website and read the statement announcing the find of the body.

“The papers’ll have something to scribble about tomorrow,” he continued without stopping clicking the keyboard.


“That’s for sure. There was that Berqa’s pest trying to fish out a scoop as usual!”


“Oh! It must have been difficult to gather evidence in these conditions!”

“Luckily, the new moon was to our advantage, but there was nothing to see except puddles. Farrugia is still there.”

“Still?”

“Persistent fellow! The victim’s mobile was nowhere around. He’s giving it one last shot but I doubt how successful he’ll be. I’ll send him again tomorrow if the weather clears out. Some fresh evidence might crop up in the meantime... On duty tomorrow?” Sander asked looking at the neatly ironed inspector’s uniform hanging on the wardrobe.

“Affirmative...”

“You seemed to have found your foot already, that’s good.”

“I’ve got a hard-working team and cyber crime is on the increase. Another sergeant has been earmarked to join the unit. That helps...”

“If I remember correctly there’s that Sergeant Seguna... still a boy but totally trustworthy and efficient. Once, he helped me out on a case...”

Justin chuckled. “You’ve already told me so a million times!”

He winced. “Must be getting old.”


Debono walked wearily to his study and slumped on his comfortable armchair. He barely had enough strength to click the YouTube icon and type Wagner’s Parsifal in the search row. The mobile pinged and a photo of Carmen, Kurt and little Rosi popped up on WhatsApp. “Good night!” The caption read. He pressed a heart icon to avoid having to text a reply. Assunta and himself were going to Lugano for Christmas, but that seemed to be light years away. He missed his daughter and her family terribly! Assunta, Carmen, Rosi, his mum Rosina... the women of his life...


“Good luck with your case.” Carmen added.

He answered with a thumbs-up. As the overture filled the cosy space, he realised that this investigation was going to be difficult as Parsifal’s quest for the Holy Grail. Surely he couldn’t work out anything before Dr Caruana sends the autopsy’s report.

A couple of hours later, he tiptoed into the main bedroom. Assunta was still reading a book with a clip-on light. He brushed his teeth and snuggled under the soft duvet.

The aching knee joints began to ease off as his body started surrendering to slumber. Snippets of scenes from the day began flashing through his mind in a strange haphazard manner. The problem with the water tank, the heavy traffic in the flooded streets, Ellul’s clumsy umbrella, the girl with the bruised face lying in a puddle under the shrub, Lourdes’s swooning, the split-second image of Patricia’s rosy-pink thongs above her jeans as she turned to leave the office...


“Now, why has that popped in my mind?” he asked himself.


Then he remembered his Freud and the stream of consciousness which worked like clock machinery. Rosi, Rosina, rosy pink... Patricia’s thongs... Of all thoughts and troubles of the day, and just after mumbling the night prayers! His mind was now drowsy, his body listless.

“I... should... be... ashamed... of my...self...”

◆◆◆


2

Tuesday (11.10)


Debono scrolled the news apps and, as usual, he didn’t like what he saw. The minister had been asked what was being done to the officers implicated in the case of the mistreated Somali and he replied that an internal inquiry was ongoing to decide whether excessive violence had in fact been used. He would decide upon punitive measures according to the findings of the disciplinary commission in charge of that inquiry, the minister was quoted as having answered. For the moment, the mind of the press and law-abiding people who cared about the treatment of other human beings was put to rest.




As expected, Charity’s murder featured in the front pages. That, wasn’t good news at all for the publicity-shy inspector. The more limelight, the bigger the pressure on his team.


“Young black girl found on cliff’s edge” Read the title of the Chronicle.


Why did it have to mention the colour of the victim’s skin? A young girl is a human being whether she was black, white, yellow or brown! A hideous crime remained the same whatever the victim looked like - was this done on purpose to connect the case with the Somali’s assault?


The mobile tucked in his blazer’s pocket emitted Charpentier’s Te Deum. It was Dr Caruana. He swiped the screen to answer.



“Spettur, you may come for the autopsy report whenever you want,” she said.


“Already?”

Caterina Caruana let out her trademark mousey giggle. “It was ready yesterday night but I wasn’t going to call you at 22.00 hours, was I?”

“May I come right now?” he asked after giving a glance at his wrist-watch.

“Suits you! I’m here with my next patient and none of us is going anywhere!” She squeaked at her own black humour.

“Patient?”

“I know I shouldn’t call them as such,” she explained, “but, I can’t even call them clients since none of them is going to fork out a cent for my services. When you come to think of it, one hardly knows the appropriate word to describe a corpse... Death makes people so undefinable.”

“Persons, perhaps?” Debono suggested.


“You know that the word for person comes from the Latin persona which was, originally, the mask worn by actors in a play, don’t you?”



“I had the privilege to study Classics dottoressa...”


“Ah what a privileged generation!”

“You ought to meet a top drawer classicist friend of mine!”

“Perhaps one day I will, but not in here, I hope!”

“God forbid!”

“Well, Inspector, if you’re coming, try not to take too long. I’ve got other ‘persons’ to take care of...” she said.

“We’re on our way!”

The squad car had almost reached Floriana but Micallef made a quick detour to the mortuary.

◆◆◆

They found Dr Caruana sipping coffee in a custom-made mug with the wording: “I KNOW YOU INSIDE-OUT”


“Bonġu, Spettur! I was waiting for you before starting old Ċikku here,” she said pointing at the old man on the dissecting tray.


Debono glanced at the pale face of the cadaver with silvery strays of hair at the side of a bald head. It was as if he were lost in a very deep sleep.

“Life can get pretty boring in here,” she said. “I’m always surrounded by people who have nothing to say.”

She finished off the last dregs and placed the mug besides a blood-stained Stryker saw.

“Now, let’s take a look at the girl, shall we?”

The naked corpse had been cleaned from mud and twigs of the previous night. In spite of the bruises and an occasional rodent bite, Charity Buttigieg had an angelic face upon the body of an Aphrodite. Her hair which upon discovery was a mass of tangled knots, was now a crop of black, flowing curls; her skin, smooth and silky the colour of Demerara sugar.

“The subject in question,” Caruana said, “was in perfect health and there isn’t a single gram of unwanted fat anywhere around. The poor dear could easily have lived a long, healthy life. Besides, she was also quite a beauty: even the Y-incision suits her... And her bottom: women could kill for the shape of her glutes!”

Possibly, there was a hint of jealousy in her voice in that last statement.

“Any interesting facts?”

Dr Caruana became serious. “Quite a few! First point, the cause of death. She died because her collar-bone was broken by a sudden rotating gesture, one strong, sudden twist and snap!”

“What about the bruises?”


“That’s interesting fact number two. The contusions were procured several hours before her death. In other words, between the bruises and the actual murder, several hours had elapsed: around two to three, I’d say.”


The inspector twitched his moustache. “So, either the person who assaulted her waited a couple of hours before murdering her, or the bruises were made by somebody else other than the murderer!”

“Exactly! In any case, the victim reacted. I’ve found skin tissue under her nails.”

“We’d have to keep those for DNA testing.”

“Already taken care of!”

She started her way towards her office at the end of the corridor. Debono followed without uttering a syllable. He couldn’t get his eyes off her enormous buttocks where a mass of fat seemed to have coagulated. The top part of her body was disproportionately thinner and smaller to the bottom part making her comparable to an iceberg... or a pear... He knew she was married to a mathematics professor, but failed to identify which harmonious geometric proportions her husband had been attracted to. The inspector tried hard to dismiss the body-shaming thoughts crossing his mind and concentrated on the clicking sounds emanating from the keyboard.

“I’ve sent you an email of the autopsy report just now,” she said peeking at him from over the laptop.

At that instant Debono’s mobile pinged.

“There’s also something else which has puzzled me very much,” she said pensively. “Interesting fact number three, one could say.”

She swivelled on her armchair, her fingers locked in each other.


“The victim had been given Rohypnol after she was beaten and before her neck was snapped. You know what Rohypnol is, don’t you Spettur?”


“The drug they spice drinks with?”

“Yes! Roofie, the rape drug! She was evidently knocked out cold shortly after drinking it.”

“You mean to say that, first she was assaulted and then given the drug...”

“And then murdered. In that order.”

“Was she raped?”

“There are no signs of sexual congress before she died.”

“And you can determine the time of the drugs intake?” he asked.


A smile of satisfaction crept on the pathologist’s face. “Yessir!  It’s called ‘science’. You see, I can almost talk to the victims,” she announced with pride in her voice.


“And did she tell you at what time she was killed?” he winked.

Dr Caruana giggled. “It’s written in the report! But, since I’ve a feeling that you’re not going to read it, I’ll tell you myself. Her neck was wrung like a chicken’s round about two o’clock on Sunday morning after a few nibbles of pizza Margherita washed down with Coke traces of which were found in the stomach. The contusions, however, were inflicted a few of hours earlier, that is,  on Saturday night!”

“Why knock her out with Rohypnol after the assault then?” he muttered to himself. “I mean, generally people use that before rape...”

“That, my dear Inspector, is up to you to find out. I’m paid to do the slicing, you to do the sleuthing. There’s only one thing you’ll learn from this line of work, and it’s that there are all sort of loonies running around in the streets. One almost pities the poor fellows locked up at Mount Carmel Hospital!”

“I cannot agree with you more,” he said as he started moving towards the door.


“Ah! One last thing, Spettur,” Dr Caruana cried out.


He halted and half turned in her direction.

“I haven’t told you interesting fact number four!”

His eyebrows arched. Something told him she had saved the best for last.

“Whoever killed Charity Buttigieg didn’t just kill one person... That girl was six weeks’ pregnant!”

◆◆◆

The constable at the reception told him that the commissioner wanted to see him.


“He told me to tell you to run straight to his office as soon as your shadow hits the hall, Spettur. He said he tried to call you quite a few times but you wouldn’t answer...”


A surprised expression appeared on Debono’s face. Instinctively, he checked the call-log on his mobile phone. True. There were about a dozen missed calls, several from the commissioner and a few from Sergeants Vella and Cassar.
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