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1

SUNDAY

IT IS EARLY SUNDAY morning, and Inspector Mislan Latif, an investigator with Major Crimes, had just completed a twenty-four-hour shift, during which he handled two homicides and one armed robbery. He ambles along the empty corridor to his office from the restroom after freshening up and taking a leak.

It was a relatively quiet Saturday shift, with only three crimes reported, unusual for a weekend night in Kuala Lumpur. He is not complaining, though. It is one of the many lessons he has learned working on the city’s Major Crimes desk: “Never complain about a no-case shift.” No sooner does he think that than the phone rings. He looks around; the incoming shift is late. “A month’s salary says they’re in the canteen or at some roadside stall enjoying a long Sunday breakfast, or even still in bed sleeping off a late Saturday night,” he grumbles. He picks up the receiver and answers, “Mislan.”

It is the front desk. “Good morning, sir, we have just received a 302.”

It’s a murder report. “Look, my shift is over. See if you can find the incoming team in the canteen.”

“Sorry, sir, the murder took place during your shift. The report was made at 0712, but the station only called it in now. Your assistant, Sergeant Johan, is already at the scene.”

“What’s the address?” he asks impatiently, annoyed at the delay in receiving the information. He is so looking forward to a well-earned relaxing Sunday after a long shift. He has promised his son, Daniel, a lunch outing and a movie; now he’s not sure if he can keep it. It’s going to be another bean in his “jar of broken promises.”

“One-oh-four-A, Ampang Hilir,” the front desk officer replies, taking no offense at Mislan’s disapproving tone.

“That’s near where I live. Listen, if anything else comes up, please track down today’s shift and give it to them,” he says, replacing the receiver a little harder than he intends. He grabs the backpack that he carries for a briefcase and catches the elevator to the ground floor. He looks for the standby police car but doesn’t see one. He assumes it has, probably, been driven out by the incoming shift, or the driver, for breakfast. The police car is assigned to the investigating officer on duty, and because his shift is technically over, the car and driver are now at the disposal of the next team. Investigators and their assistants frequently use personal vehicles to conduct investigations after shift hours, at their own expense, whereas the brass are driven in police cars at taxpayers’ cost twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. He walks around to the back of the building to his car in irritation, gets in, and turns the ignition key.

He takes Jalan Hang Tuah to Jalan Imbi, passing Berjaya Times Square on his right to drive via the new Kampung Pandan street. As he approaches the traffic lights at the T-junction to Ampang Hilir, he slows, unsure if he should go left or right. The light turns green, and he decides to turn right. He drives slowly, looking for the presence of police. Then, a thought occurs to him: Ampang Hilir is one of the several residential areas in the city preferred by expatriates.

“Damn it. Is the victim a white guy?” he says aloud to himself.

Traffic is light, as city denizens are still sleeping off their Saturday-night hangovers, ecstasies, fantasies, and exhaustions. It takes him twenty minutes to reach his destination, a drive that usually takes twice as long, or more, on weekdays. Mislan sees a large crowd in front of the address— large by Sunday-morning standards, anyway. The size of the crowd, and the presence of several television network vehicles, tells him this is no ordinary murder. He fears that the victim is indeed an expatriate, with all the associated hassle of Foreign Ministry involvement. However, he doesn’t recall the desk officer telling him there was anything peculiar about the case. He makes a mental note, one he knows he will never follow up on, to have a word with the supervising officer on the quality of reporting by desk officers. Driving slowly past the address he observes two Mobile Patrol Vehicles parked in an inverted V in front of the gate, acting as a barricade, with two uniformed officers standing guard. He looks for a place to park, and gets one about a hundred yards away. He swears at the inconvenience of it; if he were in a police car, he would be able to drive right up to the door. He kills the engine, picks up his backpack, and, as he steps out of the car, he speed-dials his assistant on his cell phone.

Sergeant Johan answers at the first ring. “Sir?”

“Jo, what’s going on? Why the big media crowd?”

“It’s better for you to see it, sir. I don’t know how to describe it. I have never seen anything like this before.”

“Is the victim a Caucasian?”

“No, they are Chinese. Why?”

“Nothing; just give me two minutes,” he says, relieved. The Mobile Patrol Vehicles officers at the gate give him away when they salute and he acknowledges. The media “news vultures” instantly come alive and swamp him. Cameras, video flashlights, and questions assault him.

“Are you the investigating officer for this case?”

“Can you tell us what has happened?”

“Is anyone dead?”

He pushes his way through the crowd, saying, “No comment,” repeatedly. The MPV officers step aside, and he walks between them, squeezing past the vehicles without looking back. He never did like the media; always sensationalizing everything. He has had his share of butt-chewing because of them. To him, they have only one objective: increased circulation. That is what mattered, not the sensitivity of the case, not whether they were complicating or obstructing investigations, or influencing trial proceedings, or destroying the reputations of victims and those related, despite whatever they claim.

At the front door, he is introduced to the MPV officer who had responded to the distress call. He recognizes Lance Corporal Jaafar Abdul from a previous encounter.

His assistant investigating officer, Sergeant Johan Kamaruddin, is at the entrance to the dining room speaking on his cell phone. When their eyes meet, his assistant beckons to him with his eyes. He notices another MPV officer standing next to his assistant, partly hidden by a wall. The officer snaps to attention and gives him a smart salute, stepping forward. With eyes glued to the dining table, Mislan acknowledges the salute with a wave. As his brain digests what he sees, he feels a strange morbid fascination that makes the hair on the back of his neck bristle. Ironically, something inside him also finds the scene amusing, and he nearly chuckles. What lies before him is not the usual rancid, messy, gruesome, bloody crime scene, but a creepy silent-death play that is macabre yet poetic. Eerie yet, in some twisted way, humorous. However, closer examination of the victims’ faces makes his amusement disappear. A chill runs down his spine, and he shivers. All the victims seem to have a Mona Lisa smile: knowing, secretive, blissful, and oblivious to the excitement about them. The inspector feels as if he is at Madame Tussauds. Only, these are real people, very dead. He hears someone speaking to him. It is Johan. “Seen anything like this before, sir?”

He shakes his head slowly. “They’re all dead?” He has seen his share of bodies, but this case is something else. He cannot get a grip on it.

“I’m afraid so.”

“Any live vics?”

“Nope.”

“Have you done the prelim?”

“Yes, briefly.” He flips open his notepad. “No sign of break-in. No alarm, no CCTV installed. Looks like nothing valuable was taken; the vics all wear expensive watches and jewelry.”

“Why are the paramedics here?” He points at a man wearing a jacket. “Hey, you,” he calls. “Yes, you. Can you and your team leave? There’s no one alive there.”

After the jacket-man and his partner leave, he instructs the MPV officer not to allow anyone in without his approval. The officer, obviously captivated by the scene, moves reluctantly to the doorway, but cannot resist looking back at the dining table occasionally.

Going into the dining hall for a closer look, he nods at Chew, the Forensic Department supervisor. “What do we have here?”

“I just got here. I’m as clueless as you are.”

“Have you gone through their personals?”

“Yup, everything’s here, nothing missing.”

“You got the phone?”

“Phone, wallet. I’ve bagged them all. Why?”

“The phone; can I have it, just the father’s? Dusted it yet?”

“Nope, thought I’d do it at the lab.” He calls out to one of his technicians responsible for cataloguing and bagging evidence and tells him to get the phone dusted and signed off to the inspector.

“Is that yee sang?” He points to the food on the table.

“Yup, expensive yee sang with extra fresh salmon.”

“Chew, isn’t yee sang eaten only during Chinese New Year?”

“Traditionally, but I suppose there’s nothing wrong with eating it anytime you want. In my family, we don’t.”

“Isn’t it food for prosperity?”

“Prosperity, longevity, and many other good things, depending on what you believe or wish for. I don’t know, I’m not into it.”

“What do you mean, you’re not into it? It’s a Chinese thing, isn’t it?”

“It’s tradition, not religion. We’re not much into tradition in my family.”

“Don’t you make yee sang at home?”

“Nope. We eat it at a restaurant, or buy takeout. I don’t know if you can buy any at this time of the year. Maybe a restaurant will make it for you if you placed a special order.”

“Found any wrapping for the yee sang?”

Chew asks his team if they had done the kitchen. One of the technicians replies that he didn’t find anything. Garbage bags were empty, as if they had just been changed.

“Maybe they’re telling us something,” he says, making a note. “Are you calling the coroner?”

“I think not, but if you want me to, I will.”

“How long will it be before you can give me something?”

“Don’t think I can give you anything soon, not until we get back to the lab and do some testing. All I can say is that this house is not the primary scene, and the people who did this are serious sickos.”

“Cause of death?”

“No visible injury or bleeding, so my best guess now is ‘no idea,’” Chew replies, tittering. “I think it’s poison, but we’ll know only after the coroner gets the bodies on his table. Can you step over here for a moment? Come smell the body,” he says, gesturing to the victim he is examining.

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No, go ahead. Take a whiff,” he insists.

He takes a quick sniff, then looks at the Forensics supervisor, baffled. “What?”

“Nice, eh?” he says, moving to the next victim, sniffing.

“You’re sick, Chew,” he says. “For heaven’s sake, they’re dead. You should start spending more time with the living.”

“They smell nice, don’t they? Someone has taken a lot of trouble to do this.”

“Mmm. You might have something there. Finish here, and let us start doing some real police work.” Mislan says with a laugh, making his way out to the living room.

“Check out all the perfumes, colognes, powders, and creams in their rooms. Bet you’ll get the same scent,” Chew calls after him.

In the living room he lights a cigarette, mindful of Johan’s disapproving stare. It is against crime scene rules; precautions against contamination or introducing unrelated evidence.

“The maid called this in?”

“The neighbor at 106A, Mr. Mohamad Salim. Maria, the vic’s maid, went to his house as he was about to leave for work and told him about it.”

“Where are they now?”

“I told them to wait at 106A.”

“Who’s watching them?”

“No one. Don’t worry, I’ve told them not to call or talk to anyone, especially the press,” he says, sensing the lead investigator’s concern.

“Has the boss been informed?”

“Not yet, leaving that to you as the lead.”

“Let’s wait a little longer until we have something to tell. Meanwhile, why don’t you debrief the officers who initially responded to the call? Ask if they saw anything. I’ll take the maid. Tell Chew to let us know when he’s done.”

A forensic technician hands him an evidence bag with the victim’s phone. Signing for it, he asks if there were prints. The technician shakes his head, says it had been wiped clean. He figures the killer must have erased call logs and text messages as well. The killer was meticulous.

With one hand cupping the ashes and the other hiding a lighted cigarette in the cave of his palm—a trick he learned smoking in the school toilet—he walks to the front door. When they see him emerging from the house, the news vultures start hurling questions at him. The two officers guarding the gate have their hands full stopping them from pushing their way in. He takes several deep breaths, lets loose a few low curses, and braces himself before stepping onto the driveway. Once outside the gate, he pushes his way through the mass of bodies, hands with microphones and tape recorders, almost knocking a camera operator into the gutter. He notices the crowd has grown bigger, as the neighbors are out now. At the rate the crowd is growing, he thinks he will need to call his boss soon before she hears about it from other sources. He glances at his watch. It is four minutes to nine. He figures he is good for another half an hour.

Walking up the driveway of 106A, he calls out, “Assalamualaikum.” Peace be upon you.

Several voices from inside the house answer, “Waalaikumsalam.” Peace be upon you, too. The front door opens, and a well-dressed gentleman in his late forties emerges.

“Mr. Mohamad Salim? I’m Inspector Mislan from Major Crimes,” he says, extending his hand. The man nods, shakes his hand, and invites him in. He removes his shoes, releasing a pungent odor from his overnight socks, before stepping into the house. He sees two women in the living room. He easily identifies Maria as the woman perched at the edge of a sofa.

Mohamad Salim introduces the woman sitting in the middle as his wife. Mislan nods to her in acknowledgment. Telling his host of his wish to speak with Maria, he asks if there is anywhere he can do it in private. He is led to a small room near the kitchen that looks like a study. He thanks his host, and motions for Maria to follow him.

She sits on the worn-out single settee in the room with her head bowed, staring at the floor, her hands clasped tightly on her knees. He closes the door, swivels the leather chair, and drops heavily into it, facing her. The ancient leather chair creaks like an overused bed in a cheap brothel. The noise startles Maria, and he recognizes the expression: fear; one he has seen hundreds of times in the eyes of witnesses to shocking crimes. He knows she will be traumatized for a long time, if not for life.

“Maria, I’m Inspector Mislan. I need to ask you some questions. Are you up to it?”

She nods without raising her head.

He can see her knuckles turning white as her grip tightens. “Please relax. I only want to ask you a few questions, then I’ll let you rest,” he says as gently as he can. “What’s your full name?” he asks, switching on the digital recorder he carries in his backpack.

“Malau Kayana. My Christian name is Maria.”

“Filipino?”

“Yes.”

“Where were you last night?”

“My friend’s house. Saturday’s my usual day off. I normally leave in the morning and come back in the evening. This week I asked ma’am if I can go off on Friday evening. Ma’am said okay, but I have to come back early Sunday morning because ma’am and family are going away.”

“Why did you need to go off on Friday evening?”

“It was my best friend’s birthday, and we were having a party at the Crossroads at the Concorde Hotel.”

The mention of Crossroads stirs memories of his ex-wife; it used to be a place they hung out at, too. She loved the Filipino bands with their well-rehearsed routines and choreographed dances. It was a place where the old went to feel young, watch the young, and hoped to hook up with the young. It was also a popular hangout for Filipinas on weekends; a place for dancing, drinking, and chatting up white male tourists.

“I’ll need your friend’s name, address, and contact number. What was your employer’s name?” he asks, bringing himself back to the interview.

“Mr. Tham,” she replies, writing her friend’s name, house address, and contact number on a notepad the inspector hands her.

“Do you know his full name?”

“I only call him Mr. Tham.”

“Do you know where they were going?”

“I heard Master Lionel say Langkawi.”

“It’s okay, I’ll find out later. What time did you get home?”

“About seven. I came through the kitchen. When I arrived, the lights were on, and I thought the family was already up, getting ready to leave for their vacation. I came in and was walking through the dining hall to my room when I saw them at the table. I said good morning, but no one answered. I thought, maybe Mr. Tham was angry with me for coming back late. I went closer to say sorry and saw they were having some New Year’s food, not breakfast. That’s when I knew something was wrong. I looked at their faces, and they looked like smiling ghosts, no one talking or moving. It was so scary. I ran out, and I came here for help because I didn’t know what to do or who to call.” Tears roll down her cheeks, though she tries to stop them with her palms.

“It’s okay, you did right. Was there anyone in the house when you came home, apart from the family?”

“No. When the police came, they took me to the house. They checked the house, but there was no one. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have run out.”

“If you had remained, you might not be here talking to me,” he says, more to himself. “How long have you worked for the family?”

“Two years.”

“Was that the entire family at the table?”

“Yes. Mr. Tham, ma’am, and little Master Lionel. He was ten.” She starts sobbing openly, unable to hold back her emotions.

He waits for her sobbing to lessen before asking, “Where’s your passport?”

“Here,” she says, unzipping her handbag, handing it to him.

“I’ll hang on to this for a while and return it once I’ve made copies. That’s all I need now. I’ll send someone when I want you to come to the house and show me around,” he says as he stands, returning the ancient chair to its original position.

Maria follows him out. He thanks the host and starts walking back to 104A. At the gate he stops, turns to Mohamad Salim, and asks, “Did you, by chance, see or hear anything last night?”

“No, I’m sorry,” Mohamad Salim replies apologetically.

“How about your wife, your children, or your maid?”

“We have talked about it, but no one saw or heard anything. My children are not staying with us now. All studying abroad. Sorry.”

“It’s all right, I didn’t think so. Anyway, please do not speak to anyone about this, just to be on the safe side. I might have to speak to you again. Not today, though.”

“I understand.”

He looks at his watch and thinks his boss would be up by now. He speed-dials her.

“Yes, Lan.” He likes her addressing him by his shortened name.

“Morning, ma’am, hope I didn’t wake you.”

“Morning. No, you did not. What’s up?”

“A multiple 302 at Ampang Hilir. Came in just as I was closing shop.”

“Multiple! We’ve not had that for a while. What’s it about? Drugs?”

“It’s not the usual. It’s difficult for me to explain over the phone. You have to see this.”

“Just give me what you’ve got,” Superintendent of Police Samsiah Hassan persists.

“D10 called in Forensics HQ and they’re still working on it, so I have nothing much yet. The vics are a family of three: father, mother, and a son, aged ten. They are propped at the dining table, all dressed up for dinner. The father’s name is Tham. As I said, I’ve not got much yet. The case was called in by the neighbor, one Mr. Mohamad Salim, when the victim’s Filipina maid, Maria, went to their house for help after her find.”

“Tham, Ampang Hilir! Could it be Robert Tham?”

“As I said, I’ve not got anything yet. One thing’s sure; the news vultures are in full force. Who is Robert Tham?”

“The RT fashion line. You wouldn’t know unless you’ve got teenage daughters. It’s a trendy clothing line like MNG, Guess, and Zara,” she says. “Make that a priority. Ask who the vics are and call me back. I’ll be over in twenty-five,” she tells him, hanging up before he can respond.

Mislan is sure it’s going to be a long Sunday. He feels exhausted, hungry, and sorry for Daniel, who must be looking forward to a fun-filled day with his dad. The ringing of his cell phone jolts him. Pressing the answer button, he says, “Yes, Jo.”

“Forensics is done with the vics; they’re starting on the house now. Chew’s saying it’s going to be quick. Do you want me to hold them till you’re here?”

“Let me speak to Chew.”

“Hang on.”

He hears Johan calling Chew. “Inspector Mislan wants a word.”

A few second later, the Forensics supervisor answers.

“Chew, are you done?”

“Yup. Nothing much we can do here anymore, need to do most of our work back at the lab. Do you want to arrange for the vics to be moved to the morgue? I have to go now, got another scene to process. I’ll leave two of my people here to help in the transfer and do the house. By the looks of it, I don’t think we’re going to find anything useful.”

“Anything you want to tell me before you split?”

“Only that this house is not the primary crime scene. I’ve told you that already. Find me the primary scene, and we’ll give you something.”

“Time of death?”

“Considering the room and body temperatures, not more than seventy-two hours. It’s unofficial. The coroner may be able to narrow it by checking the livor mortis or lividity and analyzing digestion.”

“Chew, do me a favor. Can you put the burner on this? I’d like to have something for the brass before the media gets it. Let me know when you have anything, please.”

“Sure.”

Switching off the cell phone, he lights a cigarette and walks back to Mohamad Salim’s house. As he approaches the driveway, the front door opens and the gentleman comes out.

“Yes, Inspector, back so soon?” he asks, baffled.

“Sorry, just needed to know a little about the victims. Was he Robert Tham?”

“Yes, Tham Cheng Loke, but I think he is better known as Robert Tham. You know the RT chain of stores? I thought you knew.”

“Yes, I did, just wanted to confirm it,” he lies, quickly covering his ignorance.

“Thanks, again.” As he starts walking back to 104A, he calls his boss to tell her she is right, it is the Robert Tham. He suggests she might want to call the station and ask for additional uniformed personnel to help with crowd control.


2

THE CRIME SCENE IS one of those upmarket bungalows owned by the superrich. Luxury town houses and condominiums have sprouted everywhere along this stretch and the surrounding areas, turning it into a residential address beyond the reach of most Malaysians. Even the old disused mining pool at the end of the street, once a garbage dump, has been transformed into a landscaped park by City Hall. 104A is near the former landfill, facing a vacant lot. Protected on all sides by high brick walls, a solid gate, and dark-tinted windows, the house is obscured from prying eyes. Mislan recalls driving along this street when 104A was under construction not long ago, wondering who the owner was and how much one needed to earn to own a house like that. Certainly more than an inspector’s salary, he remembers thinking. Strange that it took a tragedy like this to provide him with an answer to his question. He knows now who owned it.

The onrushing news vultures catch him off guard. On reflex, his shooting hand goes for his sidearm. Fortunately, he recovers quickly and manages to avoid a spot in the front pages of tomorrow’s newspapers. “Inspector, can you tell us what has happened here?” someone shouts. Cameras click continuously. No doubt, they are feeling the heat from their editors for a story. “Inspector, are you anti-press?” He knows they are only trying to provoke him into saying something silly, but he is not biting, not today. He puts on his best phony smile and walks up to the two officers at the gate. They step aside for him but block the news vultures. He mumbles his thanks and moves on.

From the hall, he can hear Johan talking with the forensic technicians in the dining room as they pack their equipment. He slides into one of the soft comfortable divans in the living room, wondering how he should handle the investigation. The head of Major Crimes will be arriving any minute, and he has nothing to go on, nor has he any idea how to proceed.

“What the hell is this about?” he asks himself aloud, attracting the attention of the officer standing guard at the dining room. Mislan dismisses him with a wave, and the officer returns to whatever he is watching. He surveys the living room and is amazed at how large and spacious it is, with its split-level floor, high plaster ceiling, and large windows. The room has cream-colored leather divans, rococo coffee tables, ostentatious ornaments, concealed lighting, a large plasma-screen TV, granite flooring, and thick throw carpets. He estimates the living room alone must cost more than his three-bedroom apartment. He pulls out his pack of cigarettes but thinks better of it. Just as he puts it back into his pocket, he realizes from the shouts of the news vultures outside that the head of Major Crimes has arrived.

Dragging himself off the comfortable divan, he calls out to his assistant as he strides toward the front door.

“Morning, ma’am,” he greets his boss.

“What is it you have that you cannot describe over the phone?” she asks, dispensing with formalities, more curious than annoyed.

“This way, ma’am.” He leads her to the dining room. Johan and the guard stand at attention and salute her, which she acknowledges with a smile. She stops abruptly at the door as if restrained by an unseen arm and stares in disbelief and shock. She brings her hands to her mouth, and a muffled “Oh, my God” escapes through her fingers. Noticing people watching, she lowers her hands and repeats softly, “Oh, my God.”

They stand at the entrance, staring at the dining table, silent. The victims are dressed in their Sunday best, the late Mr. Robert Tham in a dark-blue Italian suit, white Armani shirt, a matching Dunhill tie, and with a blue satin handkerchief in the breast pocket. The late Mrs. Tham wears a bloodred silk cheongsam with a gold border, a pink pearl necklace, earrings, and bracelets. Even her shoes match her dress. Little Lionel is in beige Guess pants, white long-sleeved shirt, pink tie, and black shoes. They are all seated holding chopsticks as if enjoying a yee sang dinner. The table is set with the best china, crystal wineglasses, water goblets, and silver cutlery. An open bottle of Bin 79, white, sits in an ice bucket next to the table, with the glasses of the late Mr. and Mrs. Robert half filled. Lionel’s glass has water. Closer inspection shows that the yee sang has strips of fresh salmon all tossed and mixed, ready to be eaten. Lionel even had pieces of yee sang in his mouth. What gets Mislan’s attention are the eyes. They are glazed, staring at nothing; wide open but not seeing, like the eyes of dead fish on ice in supermarkets. He feels he wants to reach out and close them.

“That’s Robert all right. I’ve seen his face in magazines,” Superintendent Samsiah says. “Has the forensic investigation been done?”

“Almost. Chew’s the supervisor, but he has gone to another scene. The technicians are helping with the transfer of the bodies to the coroner. Chew says he needs to run more tests before he’ll give us anything. We haven’t started doing the house yet.”

“Is that yee sang?” she says to no one in particular.

“Yes.”

“What’s the story here? What’s all this supposed to mean?”

“What? The yee sang, or the staging?”

“Both.”

“I’ve asked the same question many times. At this point I’m drawing blanks.”

“I thought yee sang is served only during Chinese New Year. It has to mean something.”

“I thought so, too. Chew says it’s tradition, not religion, and that it has something to do with prosperity, longevity, abundance, vigor, and many other such things.”

“They’re all dead, so what good will all those things be to them?”

“I don’t know: maybe in their next lives. Anyway, we may know more after we’ve gone through the house, but I’m not betting on it.”

“Why is that?”

“Chew says this house is not the primary scene, and I agree with him.”

She nods. “Anything taken?”

“Doesn’t look like it, but we’ve not done a thorough search yet. I’ll need Maria, the vic’s maid, to help me see if there is anything missing, or if there is a safe in the house.”

“I’m going to let you do your work now. Let me know when you have something. I’ll have to brief the OCCI.” Superintendent Samsiah reports to the officer in charge of criminal investigations.

“How about the media?” he asks, jerking his thumb toward the front of the house. “They’re getting impatient. They’ll want something to feed their printing machines soon.”

“Feed them nothing until the OCCI has been briefed. It’ll be his call.”

“I’ll arrange for the vics to be transferred under concealment then.”

“How are you planning to do that?” she asks, amused.

“I’ll get a Black Maria to confuse them. That should work.”

“Good. Just clear things up, ASAP.” Before leaving, she takes another look at the table and shakes her head in disbelief.

Mislan calls the district police station to ask for a Black Maria. Cadavers usually rode only in the back of a Land Rover. The corporal tells him that a Black Maria will not be available on Sunday unless pre-arranged, and that he needs to get clearance and will revert. As Mislan waits for the reply, he tells his assistant and the forensic technicians to prepare the victims for transfer. He briefs them on his plan to use a Black Maria to confuse the news vultures, and to avoid visuals of body bags in tonight’s news. Corporal Shuib Ahmad from the station calls to tell him that his Black Maria request has been approved and asks for the address. He tells Corporal Shuib to instruct the driver to back up to the front door on arrival. He walks up to Johan and discusses his plans. He wants the victims sent to HUKM, the Universiti Kebangsaan Hospital, instead of the General Hospital, as they usually did. He calls the HUKM mortuary asking for the forensic pathologist on duty. After he’s made to wait for thirty seconds, a woman’s voice answers, “Dr. Safia speaking.” He is in luck; he and Dr. Nursafia Roslan are close, both officially and, of late, socially. After his wife left about a year ago, they had been out for drinks and dinners several times. He liked her company, and she his, but it had not moved beyond that.

“Morning, Doctor, Inspector Mislan from Major Crimes here.”

“Hey, why so formal? What’s up, Lan?”

“I’ve got a bite-me case this morning. Need to send it to your place instead of the GH to avoid the press. You running a full house?”

“I’ve got two routines waiting. How sensitive is it?”

“Robert Tham. Heard of him?”

“The Robert Tham?” she quips. She sounds excited.

“Fie, don’t get too excited, and be sure to be seated when they arrive. Don’t want you falling and getting hurt.”

“They?”

“Three: father, mother, and son. Long story. You have to see them yourself.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

When he does not reply, she says, “Lan, now you’re freaking me out!”

He laughs. It feels good to laugh after the last few hours.

“When are they getting here?”

“Within the hour. Fie, can you alert security? I don’t want the press getting shots of them. By the way, I’m sending them in a Black Maria. Security would direct them to the emergency entrance, like they are detainees. Can you speak to security to direct them to your place once they get there?”

“Why the secrecy?” She is bursting with curiosity.

“For one, it’s the Robert Tham. Second, it’s the entire family. Third, is the condition in which they were discovered. Tell you what, if you don’t have anything on tonight, how about dinner? We can talk more.”

“I should finish here by six. Why don’t you pick me up at 7:30?”

“Sure. Fie, sorry to put them on your table.”

“Don’t be. Thanks for roping me in. See you tonight.”

“All right, then. See you.”

At the mention of dinner, his stomach starts rumbling. He has not eaten anything yet. Maybe he should get Maria to fix him something after the victims are shipped out.

When the Black Maria arrives, Johan and the forensic technicians are ready. The driver backs the vehicle up close to the front entrance to create a tunnel, blocking the view of the news vultures. The victims, all zipped up in body bags and ready, are quickly carried in. “Jo, can you ride with the vics? Make sure the media get no shots for the papers. Dr. Safia is expecting them.”

His assistant gives him the thumb-ups and climbs into the back of the Black Maria with the body bags.

“Call me when they’re safely inside,” he shouts as the vehicle slowly moves out.

He watches some news vehicles tailing the Black Maria and a few others making a dash in another direction, probably rushing off to the GH to await its arrival, to plant themselves at strategic locations or bribe their way in. A few will linger and risk losing a story at the hospital in the hope of a bigger one here. Mislan waits until the vehicle is out of sight before instructing one of the officers to bring the maid from 106A. He releases one of the MPV officers from crowd-control duties and wonders what happened to the reinforcement he asked for earlier. Maybe the station is shorthanded today. Whatever the reason, it isn’t important now. Mislan peeks outside and is relieved at the sight of the dispersing crowd. He walks to the front gate, lights a cigarette, and watches Maria being escorted over, with three news vultures following. Maria walks with her head bowed, using her handbag to shield her face from the cameras.

As they reach him, he asks Maria if she has the remote control for the gate. She nods, pulls out one attached to a keychain with several other keys. He presses the red button to shut the gate, and the remaining desperately optimistic news vultures slowly go away.

With Maria’s help, Mislan and the forensic technicians walk through the house. They start with the master bedroom, where he sees a king-sized bed, slippers by the bedside, an LCD television, a minibar, walk-in wardrobes complete with shoe racks, and a bathroom with a large Jacuzzi and towels on the rack. Clothes in the wardrobe are neatly hung or kept folded in drawers. The jewelry box, perfume bottles, cosmetics, and hairbrushes are neatly laid out, exactly where they’re supposed to be. The lights and air-conditioners are turned off, and only the curtains don’t seem right. They are drawn. He thinks it must have been an oversight by the killers. They must have left the scene before daybreak, so they hadn’t found it necessary to let the light in.

The technicians dust the room for prints and swab for blood in the bathrooms, coming up empty. They take samples of perfumes and cosmetics for analysis and to match traces taken from the victims. Lionel’s room and the two guest rooms are moderately, but tastefully, furnished. Everything is orderly, neat, and undisturbed, like the master bedroom.

Maria says that nothing is missing, as far as she can tell. No sign of break-in, struggle, or of intruders having been in the house. Maria doesn’t know if there is a wall safe, so they look behind all the picture frames, bookshelves, and anywhere they feel one could be hidden. Satisfied that there isn’t one and that he was going to get nothing else from the scene, Mislan tells Maria to inform him if she is going to stay elsewhere, asks her for her contact number, thanks her, and leaves.


3

IT IS 3:30 IN the afternoon when he finally comes home to Daniel’s scornful greeting; deservedly so, he thinks. Hugging Daniel, he asks, “Have you eaten, kiddo?”

Daniel nods. “Where have you been, Daddy?”

“Daddy had a case to attend to. What did you eat?”

“Maggi,” his son says, his voice muffled.

“Intant noodles?!” he retorts, shaking his head. “How many times has Daddy told you not to eat too much Maggi?

It’s not good for you.”

“It’s my first this week.”

“Yeah, right. You had it two nights ago. Daddy saw you. Daddy is going to call Mummy and tell her, then she will scold you. You want that?”

“No, Daddy, no,” Daniel pleads. “I didn’t ask for it. It was Sis,” he says, shifting the blame to the maid.

“Don’t blame Sister,” Mislan admonishes him, and goes to his bedroom.

“Daddy, are we going out?” Daniel asks, following him. Before he can reply, Mislan’s cell phone rings. He looks at the screen, and signals for Daniel to be quiet with a finger to his lips.

“Ma’am?”

“Tune in to five-o-one, Astro Awani.”

“Give me a sec,” he says, hastens to his bedroom, and hunts for the remote. He finds it between the cushion and the backrest of his wing chair. A woman newscaster standing in front of the victim’s house is reporting on Robert Tham, a successful businessman with several companies under his wing. The RT clothing line is the company’s main business, with retail outlets in all the larger shopping malls nationwide. After she finishes, the anchor returns with other local news.

“You there, Lan?” It is his boss again.

“Yes, but I missed the first part, though. Did they say anything about the case?”

“A bungled break-in that turned bloody. According to them, it is not confirmed, but members of the family are feared dead. I’m expecting the OCCI to call any minute. Do you have any updates for him?”

“Nothing much more than I had this morning: no sign of forced entry or a break-in, no struggle, and nothing noticeable was taken. You can rule out a burglary or robbery. The house was not fitted with an alarm or a CCTV. They moved in only six months ago. Forensics doesn’t think the fingerprints they have lifted will be of any significance. They say the house is not the primary scene, and have found nothing of importance. I have sent the vics to HUKM instead of the GH to avoid the media. Besides, they do have better facilities. Dr. Safia is the forensic pathologist in charge. I’ve asked her to put some gas on it, and not to say anything to the press.”

“Anything else?”

“I’ll be talking to Dr. Safia later, to see if she can give me something. Chew says the earliest he will have anything is Tuesday.”

“All right, get some rest. Call me if Dr. Safia tells you anything that I can pass on to the OCCI,” she says, with a soft sigh.

“Will do.”

Then the phone goes dead. He drops his backpack on the floor, ejects the clip from his sidearm, checks the chamber to make sure it is empty, and puts everything inside his bedside drawer.

“Who was that?”

“It was Daddy’s boss, you busybody.”

“Now can I watch my channel?”

“Yes. Daddy is going to take a shower now. We can go out in a little while, okay?” he says, feeling tired and guilty.

“Can we go bowling, please, with a cherry on top?” This is Daniel’s favorite plea of late, a line he has learned from television.

“It will be crowded, kiddo. We won’t get a lane.”

“Please, Daddy, please, with a cherry on top,” he pleads, hands clasped prayer-like, smiling his cutest.

“We’ll see.” That satisfies his son.

It was on an ordinary Friday in June last year that his wife left them. She went to work in the morning, called up in the afternoon to say she was at a friend’s birthday party, then came home on Sunday to collect her clothes. He had not seen it coming, even in his dreams. He tried to discuss it, reason with her, and even pleaded for her to reconsider. He told her Daniel was too young and needed his mother, but she had decided. She said she had given it much thought, and that she needed to find herself. It all happened quickly. The next thing he knew, they were divorced, and reality kicked in.

Daniel was five and a half and could not understand why his mother didn’t come home as she used to. Mislan, too, was at a loss. After his mother left, Daniel slept with him when he was home. He drove his son to school whenever he could. He played kiddy softball and kiddy rugby and wrestled with him in bed. The last time they played on the bed, Daniel pinned his father down for a superfast count of three.

Before Daniel was born, he and his ex-wife, Lynn, decided they would speak only English to Daniel, to make it his first language. So Daniel doesn’t speak much Malay at home except with the Indonesian maid.

It was a decision he and his ex-wife had made for Daniel’s future. They had decided that their son would learn enough Malay in school, as that was the medium of instruction. They wanted their son to be modern and liberal, and not to grow up a narrow-minded bigot. If “Mummy” and “Daddy” were part of the deal, so be it. Besides, English is the global language, and its mastery is essential for Daniel to compete and seize opportunities that come his way.

The politics of language always tire Mislan. He blames politicians for creating the mess. Even in the police force, his coworkers who cannot speak English are sidelined, even if they are good at everything else. Overseas postings and career advancements are difficult for those who don’t speak the language. Yet, it is not their fault. Mislan had worked hard to teach himself English by attending night classes. So, he and his ex-wife had been determined to give Daniel the gift of a language they had been denied. Daniel wouldn’t be less Malay even if English was his first language, they’d decided.

Coming out from the shower, Mislan is greeted by the ringing of his phone and Daniel’s disquieting stares. It’s Johan. Everything is under control at HUKM, but the reporters are still around, looking for a story. He tells his assistant to ask Dr. Safia to bag everything she finds on the victims and pass them on to Chew before knocking off for the day. Turning to Daniel, he says, “It’s Daddy’s friend,” before being asked. “So what’s the plan for today?”

“Can we watch Transformers?”

“Don’t think we can, kiddo. Daddy has to meet a friend later.”

“Can I come?”

“It’s work, kiddo. I’m going to be late. You’ll get restless and keep asking me, ‘Can we go home, can we go home?’” he says, mimicking him playfully.
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