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IT IS FOUR IN the morning, and Jalan Alor, one of the city’s red-light and tourist hotspots, is slowly winding down. Known to foreigners and locals alike, Jalan Alor is a narrow street running parallel to the main artery, Jalan Bukit Bintang. Bukit Bintang, located south of the city’s golden triangle, is an upmarket shopping and tourist area with mega malls and five-star international hotels. Behind its trendy, dazzling boutiques and specialty restaurants, Jalan Alor offers without pretension food, drink, street culture, and, for those who dare to venture, an unforgettable experience of sinful pleasures.


Jalan Alor and, for that matter, Bukit Bintang, are predominantly Chinese. Like most commercial areas in Malaysia’s cities, they’re controlled by triads, or secret societies as they’re known locally, and are lucrative sources of revenue from protection schemes and racketeering. The whole area is a prime piece of real estate whose pubs, music venues, and girlie bars have seen numerous gang fights. Jalan Alor, which is roughly a mile long, is famous for its seafood restaurant with alfresco dining. The street is noisy with street musicians and the loud calls of restaurant operators waving laminated pictorial menus as they vie for customers. The smell of deep- or chili-fried seafood and pork fills the air. Concealed behind the seafood restaurants are peddlers of fake merchandise and contraband like cigarettes and liquor, along with the sleazy pubs, girlie bars, and hotels that rent out rooms by the hour. These are attractions much sought after by those looking for a memorable visit to the city.


Overworked and underpaid illegal immigrants are busy clearing and cleaning tables and chairs that occupy half of the narrow road—in blatant breach of municipality bylaws, which the city council chooses not to act upon for whatever reason. Beaming restaurant operators are counting the spoils from overpriced dishes and beer sold to the foreigners and locals. The area is thinning out of visitors. The only ones still about are either drunks sobering up or half-drunk tourists getting drunker, along with the pimps and hookers hoping for a last catch.


In one of Jalan Alor’s numerous filthy, malodorous back alleys, Aden Kho, a druggie and outcast from society, is rudely awakened by a flash of torrential rain. Petulantly, he curses the giver of life in incoherent Cantonese as he grabs his pieces of cardboard and crawls deeper under the external staircase on all fours. Covering his skeletal body with the cardboard, he curls up into a shivering ball. He is just about resettled when the dark alley suddenly lights up. “Now what?” he grunts. As the moving light sweeps under the staircase, he pokes his head above the cardboard out of curiosity. His first thought: drug roundup. One of those standard police operations for drug addicts: perform urine tests and throw those who’ve tested positive into lockup to be charged in court the next day. For Aden, there is no place to go from there but prison, as his family disowned him years ago. He’ll be kept in prison at the taxpayers’ expense and be released after a period only to resume his drug habit. There are no winners in this game except for the prison food suppliers.


Desperate to remain a free man, Aden scrambles feebly to his feet, intending to make a dash for it, but the light is too close, and his feet are unwilling. Resigned, he slumps down on the hard, cold concrete, consoling himself with the thought, It’s not such a bad thing in this fucking monsoon season. At least I’ll sleep on a dry bed, with three meals a day. Waiting for the inevitable, he leans against the staircase, closes his eyes, and hugs himself tightly to shake off the chill. He readies himself for the “junkie” or “corpse” insults the raiding policemen will vent on him along with the demeaning flashlight-in-the-face routine.


The seconds tick away. Nothing. No name-calling, no flashlight in the face. Aden opens his eyes just as the beam of light passes the staircase on its way out of the alley.


“Bloody hell, I can’t even get arrested when I want it,” he complains, laughing nervously.


Pulling over a piece of cardboard, he covers himself again. As he rests his head on his skinny arms as a pillow, he hears the thud of something heavy hitting the ground from the direction of the dumpster. He pays no heed, thinking it’s about that time of dawn when the foreign laborers take out the garbage from nearby restaurants. He curls on his side to ward off the cold, and his few untoasted brain cells start ticking: It’s raining, the foreigners are a lazy lot, no way in hell they’ll go out in the rain to throw out the garbage. Strenuously elbowing himself up, he peeks at the dumpster located about forty feet away. The area is dimly lit by fluorescent lamps mounted to the rear of shops for security. He sees no one by the dumpster or walking away from it. For most druggies, their greatest virtue is curiosity. Indeed, curiosity is the most common excuse given to anyone who cares to ask why or how they became addicts.


Pushing the cardboard aside, Aden gets on all fours. Like a cagey stray dog searching for food behind the restaurant kitchens, he makes his way along the pavement toward the dumpster. It’s hard work, but his curiosity drives him on. As he gets closer, he rubs his red, watery eyes to get them to focus. Aided by the faint glow of the fluorescent lights, he sees the shape lying next to the dumpster, but he’s still too far away to make out what it is. Crawling closer, he becomes increasingly positive it’s a bag of some sort. Closer still, he is pretty certain it’s not one of those black plastic trash bags used by restaurants. It’s a real bag, a duffel.


Aden Kho sits by the pavement catching his breath, his teeth or what is left of them chattering from the chill of dawn rain. All druggies know that water, be it from rain or shower, is detrimental to their health and to be avoided at all costs. He looks up to the dark sky, stretching out a bony hand to feel for raindrops. “It’s stopped,” he says with a sly grin. His thoughts return to the bag by the dumpster. Could be full of stash dumped by bank robbers escaping the police . . . a gift from the big guy above, he fantasizes, wiping saliva from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand. A smile comes to his ravaged face. The cold wind is totally forgotten. Consumed with excitement, his toasted brain has overlooked the absence of such crucial details as the blaring sirens or screeching tires synonymous with police car chases.


On bony hands and knees, Aden battles the elements and crawls toward the bag with heightened anticipation. Trembling from the cold, he unzips the bag of his imagined fortune.


A hair-raising scream resonates from the alley, piercing the early-morning quiet. Remnants of the city’s night creatures patronizing a nearby stall turn their heads just in time to catch sight of a druggie apparently powered by methamphetamine, known to the locals as horse pill, dashing out at a speed that would have commanded Usain St. Leo Bolt’s respect. The seen-it-all stall operator and his customers watch the scene with indifference.


“Junkie running from the grim reaper,” the Kelantanese stall operator mutters under his breath to no one in particular. Since he started operating his all-nighter stall a decade back, he has seen muggings, drug overdoses, gang fights, everything the city has to offer.


Exiting the alley, Aden crashes into a parked car and is knocked flat on his back. The car alarm wails. The owner, a pimp having supper at a nearby stall with several of his unbooked butterflies, stares menacingly at the interloper lying on the pavement before pushing back the red plastic stool he’s sitting on and walking ominously over to his blaring car. Cutting off the alarm, he first inspects his prized possession. Satisfied nothing is damaged, he steps over to Aden on the ground. Stall operators and other human moths silently wish for something exciting to follow.


Aden staggers to his feet, reaching toward the car for support. The pimp shoves him, cursing, “Asshole, touch my car again and I break your arms.”


Too stoned and dazed to comprehend, Aden gawks at the barking pimp and plants his palms on the car’s trunk to steady his stance. As soon as his hands touch the car, a kick lands on his rib cage and sends him tumbling into the roadside drain. Jaded onlookers yearning for more action start to hoot, egging them on.


A single sharp siren yelp turns all heads to an approaching Mobile Patrol Vehicle, an MPV. The furious pimp takes a quick glance at the patrol car and snarls at the druggie in the drain. Beer-laden spit flies from his lips and lands on the druggie’s head. “Lei ho choy, keng chat hai li tor,” he snarls. It’s Cantonese for You’re lucky the police are here.


The MPV’s passenger window lowers a few inches. Corporal Hafidz Baharom inquires what’s going on from within the comfort of the well-worn patrol car. Ignoring the light drizzle, the pimp walks over to the police officer and puts on a chameleon act, claiming to be an innocent victim trying to stop a drug addict from breaking into his car. Corporal Hafidz, a seasoned city patrolman with fourteen years’ experience, has seen and heard it all. Reluctantly, he steps out of the vehicle. Stepping out means he will have to own the situation. Unbeknownst to his partner, Hafidz put in a request through a friend in the personnel department several months back to be transferred to Gurun, his hometown. Since then, he has hated everything about the city—the congestion, air pollution, crime, and people, especially the politicians and religious NGOs, the cost of living, everything.


Hafidz hears groaning and turns to look at Aden. The druggie is sitting in the stinking, saturated drain that’s half-filled with water from the downpour that just ended. Stepping away from the pimp, Hafidz walks over to the drain. Aden, who is massaging the pain in his right ribs, lifts his head to look up at the patrolman, his expression begging for sympathy.


Instinctively, Hafidz extends a hand and asks what happened. Aden refuses the proffered hand, denying anything to do with the corpse next to his alfresco bedroom.


“What corpse?” Hafidz asks, perplexed by Aden’s blabbering.


“The body with no face,” Aden rants, pausing momentarily to wipe a drip of mucus with the back of his hand. With the same hand he points to the alley, saying, “There, back there inside a bag.” To sound more convincing, Aden tries to stand up, but his methamphetamine-worn body fails him. Giving up, he sits back down in the drain. “I swear I was sleeping when the body fell near me. The damn thing almost hit me,” he exaggerates, catching his breath. “I swear on my mother’s grave, boss.”


“Fall? Fall from where? The shops?” asks Hafidz


“Car. I think they robbed a bank,” Aden says, his addled mind taking over.


Corporal Hafidz gives him a questioning glare.


“Hai’yaa, I’m telling you the truth, loh,” Aden asserts, contorting his facial muscles to show his seriousness but succeeding only in looking frightening.


Hafidz calls out to his partner.


“He said there’s a body in there. I’m going to check it out.”


He grabs the druggie’s arm, pulling him out of the drain, and is instantly splashed with stinking drain water when Aden shakes his bony body like a dog drying itself.


“Show me where,” Hafidz orders, while stepping away from the druggie, who smells like the sewer.


Aden grudgingly leads the patrolman into the dim alley, tailed by several curious onlookers. Halfway in, he abruptly stops and points to a bag by the dumpster.


“There,” he says, refusing to take one step further.


Hafidz shines his flashlight on the unzipped bag and approaches tentatively. As he stands over it, he exclaims, “Astaghfirullallah!”
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THE CRIME SCENE FORENSICS vehicle pulls alongside the MPV. Stepping out of the air-conditioning, Supervisor Chew Beng Song and his team are engulfed by the post-rain humidity spiked with wafts of soaking wet uncollected garbage. Corporal Hafidz instructs his partner to stop the crowd from following them as he leads the forensics team into the alley. About twenty feet from the cadaver, they halt as if there was a silent command from a drillmaster.


One of the men exclaims, “Holy cow, look at the size of those rats!”


On impulse, the photographer fires a salvo of flashes from his camera at the cadaver to shoo the rodents away.


“Shit, they’re not even afraid,” he cries out.


“These are city rats, probably have their own cameras,” one of his teammates says.


“Look, they’re eating the corpse. Shit, did you see that one!” the photographer shrieks, shining his flashlight on a rat running away from the cadaver. “Look, look, it has a piece of flesh in its mouth.”


“Chase them away before they devour all the evidence,” Chew urgently instructs his team.


Basic human instinct in shooing animals, in this case rodents, is to make loud noises. The men stomp their feet and clap their hands, shouting loudly to scare the rats away. The rats give them a look and continue enjoying their fresh supper.


“Come on guys, grab something and chase them away!” Chew barks sternly.


One of them takes a few steps, pretending to charge the rats. In retaliation, several rats jump down from the corpse to form a defensive line, curling their lips upward to display threateningly sharp fangs.


“Ohhh, shit shit shit.” The technician falters, stopping cold in his tracks. “Did you see that?” he squeaks, backing off.


The rest of his mates laugh.


“Yeah, laugh. One bite and it’s rabies with a fucking capital R.”


With the garbage dumpster off-limits, they search around for something to use against their adversaries. One of them points to the cardboard under the staircase. Without hesitation they go for it, folding the cardboard into improvised bats.


Aden Khoo watches as his bedding is dismantled. He starts to protest, but an admonishing stare from Corporal Hafidz Baharom shuts him up.


Shining their high-powered flashlights and pumped up with raucous war cries, the crime scene forensics team builds up enough artificial courage to mount an assault on their fanged adversaries. The city rats are no match for the city’s dedicated forensics team armed with rolled-up cardboard. As the rodents retreat, the men celebrate their victory with handshakes and high fives. Nevertheless, most of them hold on tightly to their cardboard weapons.


Triumphant, Chew steps forward and kneels over the cadaver, gawking at it.


“Call D9,” he barks to one of the technicians.


__________


Inspector Mislan Latif and Detective Sergeant Johan Kamaruddin of Special Investigations (D9), who are on twenty-four-hour duty, respond to the call. Arriving at the scene, they are met by Corporal Hafidz. Johan hangs back to gather information from the crowd, and Hafidz leads the inspector into the alley.


Approaching the dumpster, Mislan sees Chew crouching over the cadaver, engrossed. Normally, crime scene investigations are handled by Contingent’s Crime Forensics Unit (D10) and not federal unless it is a case of public interest or on top brass’s instruction.


“Why are the federal guys here? What’s special about this?” Mislan asks, walking toward him.


Chew simpers on hearing Mislan’s voice. He has worked with Mislan on several cases, and although the inspector can be difficult to please, Chew admires his adamant attitude and dedication in pursuing a closure.


“Contingent team is engaged at another scene and they called for assistance,” Chew replies. “Over here,” Chew says, without looking away from whatever he is examining.


Stepping up next to the forensics supervisor, Mislan exclaims, “Holy shit, what happened here?”


Hearing his boss, Johan briskly makes his way to join them. The faceless cadaver catches his attention, and he lets loose a low whistle.


“Where’s the face?”


Still kneeling, Chew holds up a reddish cotton swab to them.


“Take a sniff,” he says, extending the cotton swab to Mislan.


Mislan laughs, turning his face away. “No thanks.”


Johan extends his hand, taking the cotton swab from Chew and sniffing it.


“Yeeak, that stings,” he says rubbing his nose. “What is it?”


“Hydrochloric acid.”


“You mean it was acid rain just now?” Johan asks.


“No, Sergeant, no known acid rain can cause this,” Chew answers, shaking his head.


“OK, guys, let’s hold the forensics lesson for later. Who’s the IO?” Mislan asks, looking around.


“Inspector Acap Borhan, but he’s at another crime scene. Sergeant Gina Yap is interviewing the guy who reported the find,” Johan replies.


“Which is Gina Yap, the one always with a cap?”


“Yup, that’s the one. Gina Yap Lai Yoong,” Johan replies, nodding.


“Then why were we called?” Mislan asks.


“I’m afraid I’m the culprit,” Chew confesses. “I asked my men to insist on D9.”


Mislan raises his eyebrows at Chew. “It’s not like you to make such a call.”


“Yes, I know, but in this case I did.”


Mislan keeps his eyes on him, waiting for an explanation.


“I don’t think this is one of your garden-variety murders. The killer went to great lengths with his handiwork,” the forensics supervisor continues, pointing to the cadaver’s face. “And this, look at the hands,” he says, lifting one of them.


“The flesh is scraped off the fingers,” Johan remarks.


“No, not scraped off.”


Chew swabs another cotton bud on the fingers’ bone or what is left of the flesh, handing it to Mislan.


“Jo is the smell-fool-do-meter, not me,” Mislan declines, chuckling.


“Why do you keep doing that?” Johan asks.


“To prove a point. The flesh was not scraped off as you thought. It was burned with acid.”


The three men stare at the macabre seminude female deceased in rapt silence. Her face is covered with pinkish and red melted or mangled flesh with milky colored strips of jelly-like substance. The eyelids were corroded or peeled off, exposing one bulging eyeball and a gaping socket missing its eyeball. A red lump sits where the nose once was. Below it, there’s a gaping mouth without lips, displaying red gums and a super-white set of teeth. The hair on both sides of the face was burned and melted to form netlike meshes. A jagged bone sticks out of her left arm from a compound fracture. The chest and lower neck are full of strange tiny markings.


A light breeze blows through the alley, and the men instinctively cup their mouths and noses as whiffs of pungent corrosive odor rise from the corpse.


“What are those marks?” Mislan asks, breaking their silence, pointing to the chest area.


Chew takes a closer look. “Lacerations, like it was pinched or twisted with something.”


“Pliers?”


“Possible. These groove markings here could’ve been made by a pair of pliers’ grooves. We’ll know for certain when we get back to the lab and compare data.”


“She was tortured,” Mislan mumbles under his breath to no one in particular.


“You mean they tortured her and gouged one of her eyes out,” Johan says, shining his flashlight on the hollow eye socket.


“I don’t think so, I mean the eye. It was probably eaten by the rats,” Chew offers. “There were rats all over the cadaver when we arrived.”


Mislan and Johan look at him inquisitively.


“Sewer rats are carnivorous scavengers,” Chew explains. “See those tiny puncture marks? Rat bites.”


“You said the body’s full of acid: wouldn’t that keep the rats away?”


“Flies maybe, but these are city sewage rats, mutated. They’re immune to toxic poisoning.”


“Aren’t you going to look for it?” Johan asks, troubled by the fact.


“It’s long gone by now.” Chew is resigned to the obvious.


“Any ID on her?” Mislan asks.


Chew shakes his head. “Nothing. Not even fake jewelry or accessories. What do you think happened?”


“I don’t know, but we can certainly rule out robbery,” Mislan answers offhandedly. “Too elaborate. Time of death?”


“From the liver temperature, can’t be more than eight hours.”


“I’m always puzzled by how you people can tell the time of death by the corpse’s body temperature,” Johan says. “I watched on TV the forensic pathologist inserting something into the corpse then establishing the TOD. The thing is they never explain, just assume viewers know.”


Chew smiles. “The liver’s the best test for a dead body’s temperature. The body when alive will regulate the temperature at 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit. When a person is dead, the body can no longer regulate the body temperature and it drops between one to two degrees per hour until it stabilizes to the surrounding temperature,” he explains.


“What if the deceased was having a high fever?” Johan probes.


“There’re other signs that we look for apart from the temperature, like discoloration, the degree of rigor mortis, decomposition, and so on. Anyway, this is only a prelim TOD. The pathologist or entomologist will give you a better indication of TOD.”


“What’s an entomo?” Johan asks.


“A scientist studying insects.”


“Don’t you start with the forensics trivia, Jo, or he’ll keep us here the whole morning or what’s left of it,” Mislan kids. “COD?”


Chew and Johan grin.


“The obvious cause of death would be severe acid burn. However, that may have been done postmortem. It’s better for the forensic pathologist to give the cause of death,” Chew says.


“What’s that?” Mislan asks, grabbing Johan’s hand holding the flashlight and directing it to the side of the deceased’s shoulder.


Chew turns the cadaver slightly, “Tattoo.” Turning it onto the other side he says, “And another one here just above the panty line, a blue butterfly with red wings.”


“The first one, what does it say?”


“I don’t know,” Chew answers, turning the cadaver back onto its right.


“It’s Chinese, isn’t it?”


Chew crouches, taking a second closer look. “No, it is not.”


“What is it then?”


“I don’t know, looks more like Tamil or something similar to it,” he says, standing up. “Why do you think she was tortured?”


Mislan shrugs with a slight shake of his head.


“She could’ve really pissed off someone, messed with a jealous wife or lover.” He lights a cigarette. “Jo, get the detectives to canvass the area. See if anyone saw or heard anything. Persuade Gina to send the deceased to HUKM.” Stepping away, he asks, “Who found the deceased?”


“A druggie, Gina is talking to him over there,” Johan answers, pointing to the main road.


“Get one of the MPVs to send him to the office. Ask the standby detective to sober him up for the interview,” Mislan instructs, walking toward the main road.


“Inspector, are you taking this case?” Chew calls, his voice pleading more than asking.


Mislan stops and turns to face him.


“What do you think . . . should I?” he answers with a question.


“Yes. Yes, I do. No one deserved to die like this.” Chew turns to look at the corpse, then back to the inspector. His expression mirrors his feelings.


“Then, Mr. Chew Beng Song, I’ll be honored to be the lead investigator,” Mislan replies with a gentleman’s bow. “That’s if my boss has no objection and you, sir, are the lead forensic.”


Chew and Johan laugh.


“Much obliged to you, Inspector, sir,” Chew reciprocates.


__________


Assistant Investigation Officer (AIO) Sergeant Gina Yap Lai Yoong is patiently listening to the accusations and counteraccusations between Aden the druggie and Ah Fook the pimp, both insisting on their version of the incident and talking at the same time. The pimp is accusing the druggie of attempting to break into his car, while the druggie is accusing the pimp of deadly assault. The druggie animatedly shows the cuts and bruises he sustained from the kick and the fall into the drain.


“He was trying to break into my car. I’ve every right to protect my property,” the pimp argues.


“Like hell I was, your car banged into me.”


The spectators laugh at Aden’s claim. One of them shouts, “The car was parked. You banged into it!”


The realization makes the now-sobering Aden giggle.


“OK, I banged into it and fell. Then when I got up he kicked me into the drain. Here look, look at my ribs,” he insists, lifting his smelly, discolored T-shirt.


“Do you want to make a police report against him?” Mislan interrupts, approaching them.


“Damn right I do,” Aden sneers angrily at the pimp.


“Yeah, I want to make a report, too,” the pimp says.


“OK, you,” the inspector points to Aden, “can do it at contingent HQ. Gina, take the car owner to the station if he wants to make a report for the attempted theft, otherwise take down his particulars for later. Let’s clear the area before the morning rush hour starts.”


Walking to his car, he reminds Johan to instruct the detectives to canvass the area.


“See if anyone noticed a vehicle leaving the alley in a hurry.”
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AFTER ENDING THE BRIEFING that has the moniker “morning prayer,” Superintendent Samsiah Hassan, head of Special Investigations, puts down the twenty-four hour report on the last case Mislan attended and looks at him squarely.


“Explain our interest in this case?” she asks.


“The body was found or rather the body found the complainant, a drug addict bunking under the back staircase of 22 Jalan Alor, Bukit Bintang around 4:15 a.m.—”


“I can read your report,” Samsiah cuts him short. “My question, what’s our interest in the case?” she states firmly, taking her glasses off and placing them deliberately on the report. “Are you running out of cases? If that’s the reason, I can get the other IOs to pass some of theirs to you.”


Mislan grins. “Thanks, but no thanks.”


“Convince me or the case goes back to the district,” she says sternly.


“As for now, we still don’t know the vic’s identity.”


“That’s nothing new,” she rebuts drily.


“No it’s not, except in this case the killer went to great lengths to erase the vic’s identity. Her face was totally gone; only bits and pieces of flesh were left where there once could’ve been a beautiful face,” Mislan says, injecting a little melodrama for impact.


Samsiah stifles a giggle at her officer’s feeble attempt to convince her.


“Wiped out with acid, at least that’s what Chew said. The same goes for all her fingers, just mangled flesh and bones. A compound fracture on her left arm and pinched markings all over her chest. That’s intriguing and puzzling. Well, at least to me.”


“Tortured?”


Mislan puckers his lips, nodding.


“And that pissed you off.”


“Aren’t you?”


“A lot of things piss me off. What else?”


“That, and the fact the killer tried to rid her of her identity. I mean, if the killer wanted her or in this case her corpse to disappear, he, she, or they could’ve just dumped it in the river or sea or buried her in a construction site.” Smiling, he adds, “Or fed her to a python.”


“Python, that’s imaginative.”


Samsiah knows something is bothering him, and she also knows he is not one who will easily let go. Unless she puts this to sleep, he will be on her back like a roadside musical monkey.


“Your theory?”


“They wanted her found.”


“But they do not want her identity known,” Samsiah completes his thoughts. “Reason?”


“I don’t know yet, and that’s what I’d like to find out.”


“Because?”


“No one deserved to die the way she did—that’s quoting Chew.”


“No one deserves to die by another person’s hand,” Samsiah replies, more to herself than Mislan. “What was she tortured for?”


The officers around the table are all ears.


“No idea, but more baffling, who is the vic and what did she do that the killer or killers felt the need to erase her identity?” Mislan poses.


“A public figure, perhaps a celeb,” Inspector Reeziana offers.


“I doubt it,” Mislan disagrees.


All eyes focus on him to elaborate.


“If she was, we would’ve gotten a missing person report or at the very least the tittle-tattle spreading by now.”


“Maybe it’s too early,” Reeziana argues.


“Gossip in our society? You must be kidding,” Mislan mocks. “The vic has a tattoo on the back of her left shoulder that Chew said looked like Tamil characters or something similar.”


Samsiah tightens her lips, staring at him questioningly.


Mislan grins impishly. “I’ll ask the pathologist to photograph it and find out what it is.”


The room falls silent.


“So, ma’am, can we keep the case?” Mislan asks, beaming like a five-year-old bringing home a stray.


“Go with it until we can establish the victim’s identity. We’ll form an opinion from there,” Samsiah decides, putting the issue to rest for the moment.


__________


Having achieved what he wanted, Mislan and Johan drive off to the Crime Forensics Department in Cheras. Parking the car, they head straight for Chew’s office on level one, finding him slumped at his desk, catching up on lost sleep. Mislan puts a finger to his lips, signaling for Johan to be quiet. He sneaks into the office, picks up a stack of files from the cabinet top and drops them onto the desk, jolting Chew awake.


“Is this what the taxpayers pay you for? Sleep on the job?” Mislan jests.


“Inspector,” Chew squeaks, mortified. “Don’t you guys ever sleep?”


“We sleep all the time, during meetings, briefings, and in court while being cross-examined,” Johan quips, laughing.


“Have you done the victim’s clothing or what little she had on?” Mislan asks.


“No, we haven’t,” Chew replies, standing up and rubbing his eyes. “But now that you so tenderly woke me up, let’s go and see what we have.”


Chew tells one of his technicians to prepare the victim’s brassiere and panties for examination. Turning to the two officers, he asks if they had breakfast. The officers shake their heads.


“We can go down to the cafeteria for a quick bite, if you want,” Chew suggests.


“Can I smoke there?” Mislan asks.


“I’m not sure, but I did see some smokers outside on the pavement.”


“The way you people are treating us smokers, very soon we’ll become extinct like the dodo,” Mislan snarls. “No smoking here, no smoking there. Making dumb statements like ‘secondhand smoke is more dangerous than firsthand smoke.’ You know what’s dangerous? Secondhand theories.”


Johan and Chew raise their eyebrows at each other.


Returning from breakfast, they find a female technician examining the victim’s undergarments at the workbench. Her face is devoid of excitement or expression, which Mislan interprets as her having had no success in finding anything interesting.


Disappointed, he asks Chew, “You can get prints off fabrics, right.” It comes off as more of a statement than a question, causing the technician to glance at him.


“Yes and no,” Chew replies. “Yes, we can if we have the equipment. No, we can’t, because the lab doesn’t have VMD equipment.” Noticing the blank expression on Mislan’s face, he adds, “Vacuum Metal Deposit, for lifting prints from soft fabrics using metal dust like gold or zinc.”


“Gold!” Johan exclaims, “that must be costly.”


“Forensics is an expensive business,” Chew says with swagger. “No lah, the quantity used is microscopic.”


Lah has no particular meaning, and is commonly used to change a verb into a command or to soften its tone. It is a Manglish style of speaking.


“What about superglue?” Mislan asks.


“That’s used for smooth hard surfaces.”


“If we freeze the cadaver to harden it, we can perform the procedure?” Mislan pushes on.


“Ingenious,” Chew admits, chuckling, “We can, but we don’t have a clear chamber large enough for a full cadaver. Anyway, latent prints from skin are not reliable. They’re usually distorted by movement during transfer, shedding of old cells and growing skin tissues. In the case of the victim, it was subjected to handling, mutilation, bodily fluids, weather, and decomposition.”


“What about from the bag?”


Chew again shakes his head. “Rough canvas material like in duffels used in World War II by the US Army? No, no print.”


Mislan grunts at the stream of nos he’s receiving.


Seeing his boss’s dejection, Johan remarks rather curtly, “Then how come those TV guys. . . on CSI, NCIS, can get prints from any damn thing or surface?”


“TV science. They can get prints from water for all they care. We’re dealing with real science and real evidence,” Chew replies, feeling offended by Johan’s remark.


“The undies look expensive. Can you show me the brand?” Mislan asks, turning his attention to the female technician.


“Guia La Bruna, Italian,” she reads aloud.


Johan steps closer to have a look. “If it’s ori, it’ll thin your wallet quite a bit.”


“Spoken like the expert that you are,” Mislan jibes. Addressing Chew, he asks, “Can we find out if it’s original?”


“For that, my dear inspector, you have to check with the supplier or manufacturer,” Chew answers.


“Can you do that for me?”


“No promises, but I’ll get my technician to check with them.”


“Chew, can you also get your guys to check for foreign material from the undies? It may provide us with the lead to the primary scene’s location,” Mislan requests. “The victim was without her shoes. It’ll also be good if you can get the pathologist to collect samples from her body, especially her soles, and send to Trace for analysis.”


Chew nods and instructs the technicians.


The technician cuts a short strip of clear adhesive tape, pasting it on the bra to collect foreign materials that may be trapped within the fabric. Johan watches as the technician meticulously repeats the process to cover the entire bra and panties.


“Such tedious work,” Johan remarks.


“Forensics work is not as glamorous and exciting as you see on TV,” Chew says. “For one, we don’t get to go out chasing after criminals with guns. Most of the time we’re stuck here in the lab or some horrible crime scenes doing repetitive work, not to mention dirty and stinky. On top of all that, we get blamed if we don’t come up with the evidence.” He faces Johan squarely and furrows his forehead, which ages him several years in a few seconds. “We don’t manufacture evidence. We analyze and explain their relevance or irrelevance to the case scientifically.”


“Where is all this resentment coming from?” Mislan asks, perplexed by the usually soft-spoken Chew’s outpouring.


“Sorry, it’s my fatigue talking,” Chew apologizes with a smile.


Mislan notices the frustration and beckons for Johan to leave, saying, “I know our work is ninety-nine percent frustration and one percent exultation. Let’s all go get some rest before we start going at each other’s throats.”


Chew grins, acknowledging Mislan’s suggestion.
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LEAVING THE CRIME FORENSICS Department, Mislan drives over to another part of Cheras to what was formerly called Hospital Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (HUKM) or Malaysia National University Hospital. It has now been renamed Pusat Perubatan Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (PPUKM) or Malaysia National University Medical Center. The renaming stems from one of the many bureaucratic malaises Mislan cannot understand and that he attributes to Malay superstition. Government workers and politicians being mainly Malay, they believe when a newborn is always sick or crying, it means the name given to the baby wasn’t suitable. Change the newborn’s name, and the sickness and crying will cease. In the case of poorly performing government agencies, it’s thought giving them new names will improve their performance.


He drives around to the back of the complex, where the morgue and Medical Forensics are located. After parking, the officers head straight for Dr. Nursafia Roslan’s office. The receptionist informs them she is with the chief pathologist and invites them to take a seat.


“Is she doing the autopsy?” Johan asks his lead investigator.


“I don’t know, but I’m hoping so,” Mislan answers. “Why don’t you check with her?” he says, gesturing to the tudung-clad receptionist.


Just as Johan makes a move toward the receptionist, Dr. Safia appears through a side door.


“Hi,” she greets them. “Sorry, do we have an appointment?”


“Doctor,” Johan returns her greeting, then turns to his boss for confirmation. Mislan responds with a smile, giving her a slight shake of the head.


“Good, I thought I forgot about our appointment,” Dr. Safia says, smiling. “Have you been waiting long?”


“We just arrived,” Johan replies.


“Problems?” Mislan asks, cocking his head to the office behind her.


Dr. Safia answers with a tiny shake of her ponytailed head.


“Why’re you here, you have a case?”


Mislan takes her shake of the head at face value.


“The faceless victim, are you doing the autopsy?” he asks.


Dr. Safia narrows her eyes at him, not making the connection momentarily.


Mislan gives her a hard stare. Something must be bothering her. It’s not like her to let her work schedule slip her mind. Probably just got a serious shelling from the boss, he figures.


“The victim with acid-burned face,” Mislan says refreshing her memory. “They brought her in this morning.”


“Sorry, yes, I saw the scheduling this morning. I believe she’s scheduled for eleven,” she says, glancing at the wall clock behind the clerk. “You’re sitting in?”


The officers nod.


“Anything I should know about this case?” she asks warily.


“Have you seen the deceased?”


She shakes her head.


“Then I won’t be the spoiler. You’ll know when you see it,” Johan hints.


“OK, let me put this in my office,” she says, waving a letter she’s holding. “And we can go straight to the morgue.”


__________


The deceased is already prepped on the autopsy table, covered from chin to toe with white cloth, when the three of them walk in. There is something about a morgue that gives you an unnerving feeling, Mislan reflects. On second thought, unnerving is not the right description, it is more of uncanny. The room’s chilled temperature, the strong sensitizing agent odor, the stainless steel fixtures, and mainly the blank or zombielike expressions on the faces of the attendants complement each other to give you that feeling. No matter how many times he has been to the morgue, the feeling over-whelms him upon stepping in, and it lingers for a moment like drops of water on a hot wok before evaporating.


Though the two officers have seen the victim, they still cringe on seeing the mangled flesh with milky streaks in place of a face. Dr. Safia throws Mislan an inquisitive grimace.


“What happened to her?” she asks, snatching the clipboard lying on top of the deceased and giving it a quick read.


“I’m hoping for you to tell me,” Mislan answers matter-of-factly.


She flips though the report. “It says she was found by a drug addict who claimed she fell from a car.” She lifts the deceased’s broken hand and gives it a cursory examination. “This is not consistent with a fall from a moving vehicle.”


“It was the other way around,” Mislan says.


Dr. Safia looks at him, puzzled.


“She found him,” Johan says. “She was dumped where the druggie was sleeping.”


“OK,” Safia says, turning to the deceased. “Let’s see what she can tell us.”


She signals her assistant that she is ready to begin. The two officers step back and watch as the pathologist carefully examines the corpse. It never fail to amazes Mislan that she explains in whispers to the unhearing corpse every move she is about to make.


Is she expecting the corpse to protest or refuse to be subjected to the examination? Mislan muses. Maybe she can talk to the dead, or the dead can speak to her. After all, she did say, “Let’s see what she can tell us.” It’s like Mr. Nakata of Kafka on the Shore who can speak to cats, and she can speak to the dead. That’s why she’s good at what she does.


Inquisitively, she takes closer looks here and there, gestures to her assistant to snap some shots, then delicately scrubs a spot, examining it and making notes. She seems to have stepped into another world. Respectfully, she removes the white cloth covering the deceased’s modesty, handing it to her assistant. She pulls the flexible lamp arm closer, examining the body from head to toe, using the light to examine the deceased’s ears and earlobes, puzzling over them.


Mislan watches her curiously.


“Find something?” he asks.


“It’s what I didn’t find that’s puzzling,” she says, without turning to him.


The two officers step away from the counter they were leaning against, moving closer to the operating table.


“There’s no laceration on her ears, specifically the lobes,” she says, as she continues examining the ear.


“Why’s that puzzling?”


“A woman rarely goes out without earrings and—”


“What makes you think she was going out?” Mislan asks, cutting her off.


“I can see traces of cosmetics and smell the faint scent of perfume over the acid odor. Do you know of any woman staying home or going to 7-Eleven who puts on perfume? In any case, she looks like she was roughed up or slapped around. Usually, there’ll be a tear or laceration made by the earrings on impact. In this case, there’s none.”


“The crime scene guys didn’t find any earring at the scene,” Mislan says, pushing her hypothesis aside. “Fie, can you get several shots of the tattoos?”


“Sure.” She turns the body onto its side, instructing her assistant to take several close-ups of the tattoos.


“Thanks. This looks like it’s going to take a while. Can I get a printout of the tattoos and check with you later?”


Dr. Safia nods to her assistant, who uploads the photos into the computer and prints out copies for the officers.


“We better make a move and get some rest. It’s been a long day.”


“You want me to call you when I’m done?” she asks.


“I’ll call. Perhaps we can meet up later after work for coffee.”


Dr. Safia flashes them a smile, then immediately ignores their presence and dives back into her realm.


__________


Mislan drops Johan off at the office and asks if he wants to join them later for coffee. Johan declines, saying he needs to catch up with an old buddy from Penang.


On his drive home, Mislan makes a call to Dr. Safia.


“Fie, sorry to disturb you, one quick question. Can you determine the deceased’s age?”


“Medically, that’s still a research in progress.”


“I thought you can determine anything medically or through DNA and bone analysis like on Bones,” Mislan teases.


Dr. Safia laughs heartily. “Nothing close to it, and as a police officer, you should stop watching those shows. They’re for entertainment and very misleading.”


“OK, how about a ballpark age?”


“Ballpark, based on build and the cartilage ossification, I’d say mid-teens to her early mid-twenties.”


“Can’t you narrow it down to within five years?” Mislan explores with a hint of disappointment.


“Even the latest blood test developed in Rotterdam can only give you plus-minus nine years or a twenty-year range. However, scientifically, it can give you plus or minus one to two years through the method of racemization of the aspartic acid in the dentin, or tooth enamel, or radiocarbon dating of the tooth enamel,” she explains. “Anyway, I don’t think we have that field of forensic anthropology here.”


“What do you mean?”


“There’s no department or agency conducting such studies or analysis here, or at least none that I know of. UM has a Faculty of Anthropology and Sociology. You can try checking with them.”


“You mean Universiti Malaya?”


“Yes. Why do you need the deceased’s age?”


“I thought of getting the detectives to check the missing persons reports for women of the victim’s age,” Mislan says.


“Sorry, Lan.”


“Are you doing a rape test?”


“That’s standard.”


“Thanks.”


He makes a call to Johan, asking him to instruct the standby detective to check for missing persons reports of women between the ages of fifteen to twenty for the last month.


“KL?”


“Let’s cover nationwide to be safe. Jo, get them to cover kidnapping, too.”


“You think it was kidnapping gone bad?” Johan asks.


“I doubt it was kidnap for ransom. The torture and the act of getting rid of vic’s identity don’t fit in.”


“Why not?”


“If it was kidnapping for ransom, the hostage is the bargaining merchandise. Damaging the merchandise would only be done to send a message, to apply pressure on the family. That doesn’t include killing and defacing the merchandise, at least not until it’s a confirmed nonpayment. Even then, defacing isn’t part of the game plan.”


“Maybe they did apply pressure but the family still refused to pay up?” Johan suggests.


“It would likely be a single bullet to the head or a blade across the neck. Kidnappers want the family to know she is who she is to screw with their guilty conscience. Destroying the vic’s identity could only mean they don’t want her to be identified for whatever reason. My money is on crime of passion.”


“Who knows anymore why people do what they do these days? Too much anger and not enough love in us,” Johan opines. “OK, I’ll get the detectives to do some digging.”


“Jo, there’s another thing I need you to do. Can you show the tattoo photos to Buddhist and Hindu temples? Ask the priest if he knows what the tattoo meant.”
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