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To my children,


Reyza, Reeze, Reeziana, and Daniel:


I can provide you with education, but you will have to seek wisdom on your own.









“Self-righteousness belongs to the narrow-minded.”


Toba Beta, My Ancestor Was an Ancient Astronaut
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INSPECTOR SHARIFAH AZLINA SYED Abdullah, who prefers to be called Sherry, and Detective Deena Sofea Azman from the Sexual & Child Abuse Investigation Division, D11, arrive at Putra Ria Condominium, Pantai Dalam, Kuala Lumpur. A little earlier, they had been informed that Brickfields District Police Headquarters had received report of a rape under Section 376 of the Penal Code. The complainant identified herself as Era Amilia from unit 901 of Putra Ria Condominium. Rape cases are treated as special cases and investigated by D11 officers, who are trained to handle victims’ sensitivity and emotional trauma.


Standing outside unit 901, Sherry looks for the doorbell. Not finding one, she knocks on the door and waits. When there is no response, she looks at her wristwatch. It is 2:11 a.m. She knocks again a little harder and calls out.


“Miss Era, I’m Inspector Sherry from KL police.”


Instantly, she hears the dead bolt click and observes the doorknob turning. Sherry doesn’t see a peephole; Era must have been standing behind the door when she first knocked but didn’t dare open it until she identified herself as a police officer. The door opens just a crack to reveal a terrified pair of red, puffy eyes peering at her. Sherry holds up her authority card.


“Miss Era, I’m Inspector Sherry, and this is Detective Deena,” Sherry repeats. “May we come in?”


The door opens wider, and Sherry takes that as an invitation to enter. Era turns from the door, walking to the living room without uttering a word. The D11 officers close the door behind them and follow her into the living room. Era is in her early thirties, about five feet tall, not glamorously beautiful but pleasant-looking. She is slim, of fair complexion, with wavy, shoulder-length black hair with a streak of light brown on the right side. She is in a bathrobe and her hair is wet, most likely from a shower.


Showering after being sexually violated is a very common reaction among victims. The need to wash away the nauseating feeling of being physically and emotionally desecrated, to wash away the smell of the perpetrator. But to rape investigators, the act of showering immediately after the incident is like washing away crucial physical evidence. Though dismayed, Sherry says nothing.


Era sits on the edge of the three-seat sofa with her arms folded across her chest, tightly hugging herself while absentmindedly rocking back and forth. Back and forth. Her chin presses to her chest, her eyes fixed on the floor. Sherry believes she has already forgotten their presence. With eye gestures, Sherry tells her detective to move slowly so as not to startle her, and they sit at the sofa with the victim.


“Miss Era, we received a call saying you were raped,” Sherry says as calmly as she can.


Era stops rocking. She gives the slightest of nods without lifting her head or looking at the inspector.


“Can you tell us what happened?”


The rocking stops and Era remains still, stiff.


The officers wait patiently as she starts rocking again. Now and then she shakes her head as if she is saying no to something playing in her head. Her damp, uncombed hair sways rhythmically with the head shakes. Sherry recognizes the behavior pattern as one of the signs of rape trauma syndrome, RTS. The involuntary rocking, shaking of the head, the distressed manner, and the long silences in between statements are indicative of the disorientation, disbelief, and shame from being sexually violated.


“Last night, I thought I finally had it all,” Era eventually mumbles. Her voice is so soft that the two officers have to lean closer. “Two years … for two years I slogged, day and night. I had …” She stops mid-sentence.


Not knowing what she was mumbling about, the two officers look at each other.


Era stops rocking and says, “They took a video.”


“I’m sorry, what did you say?”


“They video-recorded the whole thing, what’re they going to do with it?” she asks, angrily. “Why did they video it?” She stares intently at Inspector Sherry.


“Did they use their cell phones?”


“No, not phone, they used a video cam.”


The officers exchange a quick glance.


“You said they, how many of them were there?”


“Two.”


“Can you tell us what they did?”


“His hands were pale … cold,” she stammers.


Sherry notes Era shivering and tightening her hug. She knows the memory is vividly playing in her head.


“Was he wearing surgical gloves?” Sherry asks.


Era looks at her, her eyes blank, not grasping the inspector’s question.


“He had a knife. He told me to do as I was told, or he’d practice his carving skills on my face and slit my throat,” she says, almost in a whisper. She shivers again before continuing, “I begged him to take all my money, but I could see him smiling through the pantyhose covering his face.”


“What did he want you to do?”


Era reverts to staring at the floor. Sherry notices she is biting her lower lip to stop it from quivering. Sherry prepares herself, expecting the victim to break down.


“He told me to take off my panties and bra.” Era pauses, taking a deep breath. “When I pleaded with him again, he cut my bra straps, and then my panties, saying he’s going to free me.” She lifts her head to look at the officers. Her face contorts into an expression of questioning and confusion.


“Free you?” Sherry says. “I don’t understand.”


Era nods. “Yes, free me, that’s what he said.”


“You mean, he’ll free you after you do what he wants?”


“No, he didn’t say that … He said he’s going to free me.”


“OK, I’m not clear, we’ll talk about it again. Then what happened?”


“Then he raped me.”


“You mean they raped you?”


“No, he raped me … the one who said he was going to free me. The other one recorded it.”


“And the one videoing the incident did not rape you?”


Era shakes her head.


“While he was,” Era could not bring herself to say the word, “he kept whispering in my ear, asking me, how does it feel, is it nice, do I like it. It was sickening.”


The two D11 officers do not know how to respond.


“I shut my eyes and he told me to open them and look at him. He told me to enjoy it and I’ll be free,” Era continues, her body trembling with disgust and anger. “Then he said he wanted me to come and experience the true pleasure of sex. Disgusting.”


“‘Come’ as in climax?”


Era nods.


“Where did this take place?”


Era indicates to the bedroom with her head. “In there.”


“Miss Era, I need to call Crime Forensics to process your bedroom, and I’ll have to take you to the hospital for examinations. Is there anyone I can call on your behalf?”


Era shakes her head.


“How about your apartment, is there anyone I can call to look after it?”


Again she shakes her head.


“OK, Detective Deena will lock up after Forensics is done, and she will return the keys to you.” Sherry reads Era’s face for her understanding and agreement. “Can you show me where the keys are?”


Era motions toward the dining table.


“I need you to do one more thing for me before we go to a hospital. Can you point out to me the clothes you were wearing when you were sexually assaulted?”


With effort Era pushes herself from the sofa and wobbles to her feet. Deena jumps forward to steady her.


“Are you OK?” she asks, holding Era’s arm.


Era nods and manages a “thank you” with her eyes. Deena holds on to her as Era takes shaky steps toward the bedroom. At the door, Era hesitates and leans on the door frame, breathing heavily.


“It’s all right. Take your time,” Sherry says, standing next to her.


“I can’t,” she cries, and dashes back to the sofa. Sitting on the edge of the seat, she bends over, cups her face, and sobs, “I’m sorry, I can’t go in there. I’m sorry.”


“It’s OK, we understand,” Deena comforts her. “It’s OK.”
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THERE’S A KNOCK ON the front door. Era warily turn her head, glaring at the door. Her eyes are unblinking and her body stiffens. Sherry signals for Deena to answer the door, and she moves next to the victim. She tells her it must be the Crime Forensics team. They’re here to collect whatever evidence they can from the scene. Deena turns to Sherry for her approval before opening the door.


“Hi,” Inspector Kevin Foo greets her.


Returning his greeting, she says, “Inspector Sherry is with the victim.”


Seeing Kevin’s team approaching, Sherry excuses herself, telling Era she needs to speak to the officer in charge. She meets them halfway and pulls Kevin aside.


“Kev, the victim is too traumatized to be of much help. She says she was raped in her bedroom. I don’t see any sign of forced entry, but I need you to take a closer look while I take her to the hospital. Deena will be here to lock up after you’re done. Kev, can you bag her hands first?”


Kevin looks at Era on the sofa.


“Look like she’s bathed, so I don’t think you’ll get anything. Externally at least, all transfers would’ve been washed away.”


“No harm in trying. Anyway, it’s procedural.”


“OK.”


Sherry introduces the head of Crime Forensics to the victim.


“Miss Era, this is Inspector Kevin Foo. He’ll be placing plastic bags over both your hands to protect any evidence that might still be there.”


Era nods without looking up. But when Kevin reaches for her right hand, she instantly pulls it away and with a throaty voice cries, “Get away from me!”


Sherry steps in between them and whispers to Kevin, “It’s because of your gloves.”


Kevin looks at her uncomprehendingly.


“The rapist wore surgical gloves,” she explains.


“Oh.”


Turning to the victim, Sherry says, “It’s OK, Miss Era. Kevin’s not going to hurt you. He has to wear gloves so as not to contaminate any forensic evidence on your hands.”


Era starts crying, mumbling repeatedly, “Sorry, I’m sorry.”


“Do you want me to do it?” Sherry asks.


Era nods. “Please,” she pleads meekly.


Sherry snaps on a pair of latex gloves, takes the plastic bags from Kevin, and kneels in front of the victim.


“Miss Era, I’m going to put these plastic bags over your hands and tape them at your wrists. It’s not going to hurt, OK?”


Era nods and holds out her hands.


Sherry touches the victim’s right hand lightly with her gloved fingers, half expecting her to retract it. When she doesn’t, Sherry carefully places the plastic bags over both hands and secures them around the wrists with adhesive tape. She signals to Kevin Foo to start his examination and gently leads the zombielike Era to the front door. Turning to Deena, she says, “Be sure to bring her handbag, phone, and pack an overnight bag with a few toiletries and a change of clothes. Don’t forget to lock up properly.”


As she slowly walks the victim to the front door, it occurs to Sherry that Era might get flustered when she realizes she’s being taken for an invasive medical examination. Sherry could get a mobile patrol vehicle (MPV) to take her to the hospital, but she’s not sure how the victim would react on seeing a police vehicle. It might be a trigger that could shatter her emotionally. On the other hand, Sherry is alone and, should the victim behave erratically, she might not be able to handle the situation. Though she believes she has gained the victim’s trust, with a traumatized victim one never knows what to expect. At the door, she beckons to Detective Deena.


“Best if you come with us. After dropping us, you come back here and get Era’s things.”


“OK, let me inform Inspector Kevin.”
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Sherry sits in the back with Era while Deena drives. Leaving the condominium, they head for the affluent Bangsar suburb of Kuala Lumpur. Housing estates lined with bungalows and semidetached houses with price tags running into the millions, favored by wealthy locals and foreigners alike. From there they hit Jalan Kuching and go on to Jalan Pahang. The eight-mile trip takes them thirteen minutes. Detective Deena drops them off at the Kuala Lumpur Hospital Emergency and Trauma Center.


The E & T is busiest at night and early morning, as all government clinics are closed after office hours. The public has no choice but to go to hospital E & Ts for treatment.


Sherry flashes her authority card to the attendants gathered around the registration counter. She tells one of them to get a wheelchair for the victim, who is starting to look jittery. Era’s steps are heavy and her eyes wild, darting around at the milling crowd, the constant flow of ambulances, and the casualties being dropped off. Letting her sit in a wheelchair will hopefully make her feel more at ease. Sitting would allow her to shut off everything around her by covering her face with her hands.


After registering the victim, Sherry follows the attendant wheeling her to examination room 2. Once they’re by themselves in the examination room, she observes the victim start to relax and drop her hands to her sides. Sherry explains that a doctor will be examining her and will collect any physical evidence that may be on her. Era doesn’t say anything; she just stares at her feet on the footrest. Sherry hears a woman’s voice saying, “They’re in room 2,” and she steps out.


“Hi, Doc,” she greets Dr. Geetha.


“Inspector Sherry, how have you been? Haven’t seen you for quite a while.”


“Usual-lah, Doc.”


“This isn’t a good sign,” Dr. Geetha says.


Sherry looks at the doctor questioningly.


“You escorting the victim yourself, that’s not a good sign. Normally, a detective would escort the victim.”


Sherry nods. “This victim’s displaying signs of post-rape trauma, so I thought I’d better stick around to make sure she feels safe.”


“See, now I’m a psychic,” Dr. Geetha says smilingly. “What happened?”


“I haven’t taken her statement yet, but she says she was raped and the whole thing was recorded.”


“Videoed?”


“Yes.”


“Sickening. I hope there’s a law to castrate the bastards.”


“Maybe when a woman becomes prime minister,” Sherry says with a tight smile. “Who is the GYN on duty?”


“I think it is Dr. Charles.”


“Can we get a woman?”


“Not at this hour. But it’s all right, I’ll stick around during the examination to reassure the victim.”


“Thanks, Doc, I’m sure she’ll appreciate that.”


They enter the examination room, and Sherry introduces Dr. Geetha to Era. She tells her that Dr. Geetha will be around when the gynecologist does the examination. Era nods but says nothing.
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SHERRY ARRIVES AT HER office from the hospital at 7:50 a.m. and heads to the washroom to freshen up. She is exhausted from hours of standing in the examination room, observing the medical procedure on the victim. The process was slow because the victim at times just sobbed and refused to be examined. On the advice of Dr. Geetha, the victim has been hospitalized for observation and evaluation in order to determine whether psychiatric treatment is needed.


She makes herself a cup of tea and calls Forensic.


“Kev, Sherry. Any update for me?”


“As you said, there was no sign of forced entry. In the bedroom, we only recovered the victim’s day clothes and a bra. No bodily fluid, pubic hair, or semen on the bedsheet or the blanket.”


“What about the bathroom?”


“We got some hair samples, but they’re too long to be from the pubic region. We ran the blue light on the bed, floor, and bathtub, but no sign of semen.”


“Did you do the shower floor trap?”


“Yes.”


“You said you found the bra, what about her panties? She said they were cut off her.”


“Not there.”


“Did you check under the bed? They could’ve been dropped or kicked under the bed.”


“Checked every inch of the bedroom and bathroom. Nothing.”


“Did you bag the bedsheet, blankets, pillows?”


“Yes, as I said, the on-site examination revealed nothing.”


“Can you go over it again? Maybe you missed something.”


“My team usually doesn’t, but if it makes you happy, we’ll go over it again.”


“Thanks.”


[image: images]


Deena arrives at the office in Kuala Lumpur Police Contingent Headquarters and tells Inspector Sherry that the victim was asleep when she visited the hospital. According to the nurse on duty, the doctor prescribed her some sedatives. She handed over the victim’s overnight bag to the duty nurse.


“How did the examination go?” she asks.


“It was difficult. She kept pulling away from the doctor and pushing his hands away. Usually, victims just close their eyes tightly, block everything from their minds, and submit themselves to the examination, but not in her case. I’ve not seen anything like it before.”


“I’m glad you were with her. I wouldn’t know what to do,” Deena says.


“All I did was try to calm her.”


“Briefed ma’am yet?”


“No, but I spoke to Kevin. He said they couldn’t find her panties.”


Deena nods. “We searched everywhere. Maybe she wasn’t wearing any. You know … likes it free and easy and no VPL.”


“I remember her saying she was wearing a pair. Remember, she said the perp cut them off? Why don’t you hang around while I brief ma’am? I’m going to request that you stay on this case.”


The Head of Sexual & Child Abuse Investigation Division of Kuala Lumpur, Superintendent of Police Lillian Wong Wee Sin, is in her fifties. She is a slender, tall woman with short hair that is already showing strands of white. She just came back from a long-overdue vacation and is catching up on reports made during her absence.


“Morning, Ma’am, how was your vacation?”


“Morning, Sherry. It was good, but everything is so expensive. With the ringgit-to-euro exchange rate, you basically can’t do much. Anyway, there’s nothing like being back. Life is good here.” Lillian smiles. “I read your twenty-four-hour report. You had a case last night.”


Sherry nods and takes a seat. “The victim is Era Amilia Zabidin, thirty-three years old, vice president of marketing at Uptrend Advertising. Lives alone at Putra Ria Condominium on Jalan Pantai Dalam. Claimed she was asleep when she was awoken by a man standing over her, his hand over her mouth and a knife to her cheek. She also claimed the rapists videoed the whole incident.”


“Rapists—how many of them?”


“Two.”


Lilian gives a slow nod. “With their cell phones?”


“With a video cam,” Sherry says, and pauses for her boss’s reaction. “One raped and another worked the camera.”


Lillian sighs. “They came prepared. So they took turns with her?”


“No, only one of them raped her, the other simply worked the camera.”


“That’s new. Can you think of any reason?” Lillian asks with arched eyebrows.


“The use of video cam or that only one of them raped her?”


“Both. For only one of them to rape her, they had to be a very disciplined team, don’t you think?”


“Did not think of that.”


“Have you known of a rape case where only one of them raped and the others didn’t have a go?”


Sherry shakes her head, and the two officers remain silent for a moment.


“We’ll know more after I interview her. I’ve a bad feeling about the video recording,” Sherry says.


“Could be for their collection? It’s well-documented rapist behavior. Relive the excitement by viewing it over and over. The fact that his partner didn’t rape her bothers me.”


Sherry agrees with her unit head.


“I’ve read of similar accounts before, about rapists getting aroused watching themselves. When the old video no longer thrills them, they make a new one.”


“Extortion is also a probability.”


“Possible.”


“Apart from those two reasons, why else would they have videoed it?”


Sherry shrugs. She closes her eyes as if searching for a reason. “D10 reports there was no sign of forced entry,” she says.


“That would indicate that she may have let them in, or they had a duplicate key.”


“She claims she was asleep. That eliminates her letting them in.”


“That’s what they all say, initially. Dig deeper and you may find something else,” Lillian says skeptically.


“D10 might have missed something. I want to go over the house again. D10 also says they couldn’t find her panties.”


“Trophy?”


“It’s not uncommon.”


“And the examination?”


“When we arrived at the scene, the victim had already showered and was in a bathrobe. Dr. Geetha did the examination, and Dr. Charles was the GYN in attendance. The victim had severe post-rape trauma, and they decided to keep her in the hospital for further evaluation. Dr. Geetha says she couldn’t find anything under her nails, and there were no pubic hairs or traces of bodily fluid on her. No forensic clues at all. Dr. Charles says there are signs of bruising around the labia majora, minora, and the vagina, consistent with forced penetration. There were no traces of semen; swabs were taken and sent to the lab.”


“Who is with her at the hospital?”


“She refused to allow us to inform family members or friends. Deena locked up at her apartment after D10 was done and took an overnight bag for her to the hospital. I’ll visit the hospital later. And another thing, her blood alcohol level was high.”


“That could be the reason for her memory lapse. Maybe she did let the rapists into the house. What about defensive wounds?”


“A hairline cut on her cheek, I guess from the blade she claimed was pressed to her face. There’re bruising marks on her arms and neck. According to Dr. Geetha, they’re consistent with forceful gripping.”


“All right, let’s get her to talk after she has rested and sobered up.”


“Ma’am, there’s another thing I find disturbing.”


Superintendent Lillian arches her eyebrows.


“The victim claimed that while she was being raped, the perp spoke or rather whispered in her ear to enjoy it, to come … climax and experience the true pleasure of sex.”


“Sickening.”


Sherry nods. “He said he was going to free her.”


“After the rape?”


“That’s what I thought, too, but not according to the victim. I don’t understand what was meant and will revisit it when I interview her.”


“OK.”


“Ma’am, can I have Deena assigned to this case?”


“Why?”


“Two reasons. One, this is my first experience with a victim with serious post-rape trauma, and the other is the video recording. We’ve had cases of rapists taking videos or snapshots using cell phones, but not with a video cam. At the same time, I don’t think this is a case of opportunity rape. It looks like it was planned. The rape may not be the end of it. I’ve a bad feeling something more sinister is about to happen.” She sighs, “But I’ve no clue what.”


“All right, make the necessary changes to the roster.”


“Thanks, and, ma’am, good to have you back.”
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INSPECTOR SHERRY IS IN her early thirties. Her Middle Eastern genes probably account for her sharp, well-defined features. She is five feet five inches tall, which is considered slightly tall for a Malaysian woman. Unlike most Malay and therefore Muslim female officers and personnel, Sherry doesn’t wear the hijab. She goes with what’s termed “free-hair.” She has wavy hair just above shoulder length, with an olive skin complexion and a well-shaped, curvy body. Blessed with good looks and build, she aspired to a career in theater or modeling. She graduated with a degree in fine art and was taking a break before actively pursuing her dream. That was when she heard that one of her college friends was brutally raped after a night out. Sherry visited the friend in the hospital and was horrified at her injuries: blackened eyes, with a raptured retina in one, swollen face, cut lips, and two broken ribs. The doctor said the injuries would heal, but her friend was severely traumatized and would need professional counseling. Even then, the doctor said there was no guarantee she would fully recover.


As if that wasn’t bad enough, Sherry later found out that no arrest was made. It was because her friend had been intoxicated and passed out. She was found the next morning by joggers and taken to the hospital. According to the police, she couldn’t remember even leaving the club, let alone with whom. The police interviewed those at the party, but everyone was too wasted to remember anything. The friend she’d come with claimed she left with a man she hooked up with at the club. The CCTV cameras at the club were all dummies.


She was speechless. That was when Sherry abandoned her dream of modeling or the theater and decided to join the Royal Malaysia Police. After passing as probationary inspector, she put in a request to be assigned to the Sexual & Child Abuse Division.


It is 2:45 p.m., and Detective Deena is already waiting at the hospital nurses’ station when Sherry arrives. They walk to Era’s room, finding her sitting in a chair by the window, staring out at the skyline.


“Miss Era, how are you feeling today?” Sherry greets her from the opened door. Her greeting startles Era more than she expects. “Sorry.”


Era turns away from the window, her eyes hollow as if she’s not there. She inhales deeply, staring at the intruders. Sherry sees recognition dawning in Era’s eyes, and she flashes them a nervous smile. The officers step in, and Era resumes staring out the window.


“Do you have everything you need? Is there anything else we can get you from your apartment?”


“I have everything, thanks to your detective.”


“Good. I need to record a statement from you. Are you up to it?”


Era nods and pushes herself out from the chair by the window and moves to the bed.


Sherry pulls the visitor’s chair nearer to the bed, and Deena stands by the window. Shifting the over-bed food tray toward herself, Sherry lowers its height and uses it as a writing desk. Era shifts her position to the middle of the bed and sits cross-legged. She keenly observes the inspector. Sherry opens her folder and takes out several blank statement forms and a pen, placing them on the food tray. She begins with recording Era’s personal details, her employer’s details, cell phone number, and email address. Then she asks Era to say in her own words what happened that night. During the interview, she again notices the long silences as Era revisits her nightmare. She tolerates Era’s wandering mind as she patiently tries to bring the victim’s thoughts back to the incident. When Era finally finishes narrating the incident, Sherry asks if she needs a break or something to drink.


Era shakes her head. Sherry notices there are no drinks, not even mineral water, at her bedside locker.


“If you’d like a drink, Deena can go down and get something,” Sherry offers.


Era nods and smiles a thank-you. Deena leaves them to get some drinks.


“Would you answer questions related to the incident?”


Era nods.


“Does anyone else have a key to your apartment?”


“My friend, Tim.”


“Your boyfriend?”


“Tim’s a woman, Fatimah, but I call her Tim. I mean, all our friends call her that.”


“Can I have her full name and contact details?”


Era scrolls through her cell phone contact list and hands it to the inspector.


“Anyone else? Like a part-time housekeeper?”


“No.”


“Is the apartment rented?”


Era nods.


“Does the landlord have a set of keys?”


“I suppose so.”


Sherry makes a note to get a detective to check on the landlord. “How long have you stayed there?”


“Almost two years.”


“You know most of the residents?”


“No, just a handful of them that I met in the elevator and say hi to.”


“Our Crime Forensics team didn’t find any sign of forced entry. I know this sounds silly, but do you recall letting anyone into the apartment after you got home?”


Era shuts her eyes and remains silent. After a long pause, she says, “I had a little too much to drink that night, but I’m very sure I didn’t open the door for anyone. When I awoke, the stocking-faced man was above me.” The recollection makes her shiver, and she folds her arms across her chest.


“When we arrived at your apartment, I heard you turning the dead bolt before releasing the doorknob lock. Do you normally lock the dead bolt when you’re home?”


“Yes, but that night I can’t remember if I did. After they left, I peeked from the bedroom to make sure that they’d gone and noticed the dead bolt was unlocked. So I locked it.”


“If the dead bolt is locked, how would Tim enter when she comes home?”


“It’s a key dead bolt. You can open it from outside if you have the key, which is different from the doorknob key. Tim has both.”


“Sorry, I didn’t notice that. May I know what you wore to bed that night?”


“When I got home, I was too exhausted, and my head was spinning from the drinks. I’m not a drinker, just occasionally when it’s required,” she adds as if embarrassed at not being able to hold her liquor. “So I didn’t shower or change into my pajamas. I slept in my undies.”


“The doctor said your blood alcohol level was high. May I ask who you were out drinking with?”


“We, I mean the company, had a small party to celebrate a new account I’d secured.” Era smiles as she recalls the company’s celebration—celebrating her. “I guess I had a little too much to drink. You know how it is, with every one of them proposing a toast.”


Sherry nods.


“The Crime Forensics team was also unable to locate your panties. Can you describe them?”


“I was wearing a red Belabumbum Copacabana lace G-string. I remember, because Tim bought it for me when she was in Europe.”


“Dr. Charles, the gynecologist, said he didn’t find any traces of semen.”


“He had a condom on.”


“How did you know?”


“I saw him put it on,” she replies, cringing.


“Did you see him taking it off after the …” Sherry stops as she doesn’t want to use the word rape.


“No. I’m sorry. I closed my eyes, praying and hoping they’d leave. I was sure the one videoing would be next.”


The D11 officer nods. It wasn’t uncommon for rape victims to close their eyes as they attempted to disassociate themselves from what was happening.


“Miss Era, you don’t have to be sorry for anything. This is not your fault, and you’ve not done anything wrong. In fact, I’m sorry for having to ask you all these questions, for making you relive the horrible memories.”


Era nods, but she’s looking past Sherry to the window, out to the skyline. Deena returns with two bottles of mineral water. She hands one to Era and puts the other on the side table. Era thanks her, uncaps the bottle, and takes a sip.


“The Crime Forensics team couldn’t find it, the condom or the wrapper. I suppose he must have taken it with him to be disposed of elsewhere.”


“Inspector, I don’t know how to say this,” Era suddenly says, followed by a long silence, her eyes still fixed to the water bottle.


The officers wait patiently.


“I don’t want this to get out,” Era continues, her voice trembling with fear.


“I understand. Please be assured that all personal and pertinent details will not be released to the press, even if they come to know of the case.”


“I don’t mean that. I mean I don’t want anyone to know about this,” she reiterates adamantly.


Sherry and Deena look at each other, baffled.


“Miss Era, there’s no way for us to hide this case. It’ll eventually come out. The hospital, your neighbors, your friends, we can’t control them, especially if the case goes to court.”


“Last night was a glorious moment in my life. I did tell you that I’m the new vice president for marketing, right?”


“Yes, and congratulations.”


“Last night’s party was also to celebrate my promotion.” Era closes her eyes and takes several deep breaths. “If this comes out, I’ll be ruined. All the years of hard work will be for nothing. Can’t you see?” she asks, staring directly at the inspector.


“Miss Era, do you know who did this to you?” Sherry asks, suspicious at her sudden insistence. “Was it someone from the party?”


“No, it’s nothing like that.” She shakes her head.


“Is there, then, any particular reason for your request?”


“How can I face my colleagues, bosses, family, and friends? I was raped.”


“Yes, you were, and it was not your fault. You mustn’t blame yourself,” Sherry tries to console her.


Era turns toward the bed and throws herself down, pressing her face into the pillow and sobbing uncontrollably. With a jerk, she turns onto her back, grips the front of her hospital robe, and gasps for air. Deena runs out to call the duty nurse, who rushes in and raises the alarm for the doctor on standby. The officers step outside and watch anxiously from the door as a doctor attends to the emergency. A nurse wheels in a blood pressure machine and starts working on the victim’s arm. She calls the reading to the doctor, who is listening to the victim’s heart through the stethoscope. The doctor says something to her and she leaves the room. A moment later she returns holding a tiny syringe and sticks it into the cannula in the victim’s arm. The doctor places his stethoscope back to the victim’s chest and nods. The victim seems to be breathing normally. He turns to leave.


“How is she?” Sherry asks as he passes by them.


“She had an anxiety attack, and I administered a mild sedative to calm her down. What happened in there?”


“I really don’t know. One moment she was fine, talking to us, and the next she was sobbing, holding her chest and gasping for air.”


“I guess that’ll be the end of your interview today.”


“Doc, I need her permission to revisit the crime scene.”


“I don’t know if she’s in a position to give it. I’ve given her a sedative,” the doctor says, “but you can try before the drug takes full effect.”


They follow him back into the room. Era’s eyes are closed and she is breathing normally.


“Miss Era, can I revisit your apartment to see if Forensics missed anything?”


Era cracks open her eyes momentarily and closes them again. Sherry turns to the doctor.


“That was one blink. And one blink always means ‘yes,’ right?”


The doctor smiles.


“Yes, one blink, and that was a yes,” Deena concurs.


“Deena, can you get the apartment keys? We’ll return them when we’re done.” Turning to the doctor, Sherry says, “Thank you.”
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THE PUTRA RIA CONDOMINIUM is a mid-range apartment complex with a swimming pool, tennis court, guardhouse, and covered parking lot. It was probably constructed a decade or more back when the area was being promoted as a new township in close proximity to the more well-known, overpriced Bangsar. The victim’s apartment is on the ninth floor, a two-bedroom unit. The master bedroom is furnished, and the other room is used for storage. The living room has synthetic leather sofas, coffee tables, and a display cabinet with a flat-screen TV. What is conspicuously absent: family photos on the walls or on the display cabinet. A round dining table for four is set next to the wall partitioning the kitchen area. Dishes are neatly stacked in the dishrack on the kitchen counter. The kitchen is tidy, but Sherry doubts it’s frequently used for cooking.


Inspector Sherry and Detective Deena are going through Era’s bedroom when they hear the front door open. Hands on their weapons, they lean against the wall and watch the front door. Someone enters, closes the door, and heads for the bedroom. The person is about five feet two inches tall, with short hair and a stud in the left earlobe, dressed in a white short-sleeve shirt and dark pants. Waking past the dining table, the person calls out in a somewhat masculine voice, “Baby, are you home? Why haven’t you answered my calls?”


The two officers step out from the bedroom. Surprised by the appearance of the two officers with guns by their sides, the person blurts out, “What the fuck?” and turns around to make a run to the front door.


“Stop,” Deena calls.


“Fuck, who’re you people? Where’s Era?” the person asks, stopping midway to the front door.


“I’m Inspector Sherry, and this is Detective Deena. And who might you be?”


“Tim. What’s happening here, and where’s Era?” she asks, heading for the bedroom.


“She’s not here,” Deena answers, stopping her. “You’re Fatimah, aren’t you? I see you have keys to the apartment. Do you stay here with Era?”


“Call me Tim—TIM. On my days off, yes. Working days, I usually stay at my own place in Subang. Why d’you ask?”


“Who did you get the apartment keys from?”


“Era, of course.”


Tim’s answer confirms what the victim told them at the hospital.


“Have you ever given the apartment keys to anyone?” Sherry asks.


“No way, why would I do that?”


“I don’t know, maybe to pick something up or to send something here.”


“Never did that.”


“If you only come on your days off, why was there a need for Era to give you the keys to her apartment?” Deena asks.


“My days off are her working days. Anyway, we’re close friends, and sometimes she’s out when I drop by.”


“How close?”


“What’s it to you?”


“How close?” Deena repeats, giving Tim a glare.


“Close,” Tim replies, giving Deena a none-of-your-fucking business look. “You haven’t answered my question. Where’s Era?”


“As you’re not family, I’m not authorized to tell you, but I can assure you she’s fine. I’ll need your particulars for records. Era will contact you when she wants to,” Sherry replies.


Tim opens her mouth to say or refute something but doesn’t. Instead, she hands the inspector her business card.


Sherry looks at the card. It lists Fatimah as Tim, Punk Bistro Manager, located in Section 17, Petaling Jaya.


“Where is she? Is she under arrest or has something happened to her?” Tim demands.


“No, she’s not under arrest. That’s all I can tell you. For now, I need you to leave and let us do our work.”


“Typical police tactics,” Tim says accusingly. “What’s your name again?”


“Inspector Sherry from D11, KL police.”


“You know we do have police officers as regulars at the bistro. Maybe I should just have a chat with them about your conduct,” Tim says with a hint of intimidation.


“Maybe you should, and don’t forget to offer them drinks on the house before you chat them up,” Deena quips. “That’ll surely buy you tons of free advice.”


“And you are?” Tim asks, staring at Deena.


“The person that’s going to kick your ass out if you don’t leave quietly,” she says with a swagger.
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Deena follows the reluctant Tim to the front door. At the doorway, Tim spins around and then sidesteps the detective and shouts.


“I’ve every right to be here! This is my apartment, too.”


“I’m sure you do, but not at this moment. Please follow Detective Deena out, and don’t make me arrest you for interfering with a police investigation,” Sherry replies.


“Investigation! What investigation?”


Deena tugs at Tim’s arm, guiding her out of the door. She stands by the doorway, making sure Tim gets into the elevator and is gone before locking the door.


“Can you do that?” she asks, gesturing in the direction of the fuming Fatimah.


“What? Ask her to leave, or refuse to provide her with information about the victim?”


“Both.”


“This is a crime scene. And as far as we’re informed by the victim, Tim’s not a tenant or housemate. I’m sure we’re within our rights,” Sherry replies, heading back to the bedroom.


“How about withholding information about the victim?”


“The victim explicitly expressed she doesn’t want anyone to know. We have to respect her wishes. Anyway, Tim’s not family. When Era’s ready, I’m sure she’ll tell her or anyone else she feels inclined to.”


“Why do you think she doesn’t want anyone to know? Victims usually want someone close to be informed and be with them, but Era doesn’t. I think she has something to hide.”


“What do you mean?”


Jerking her head toward the door, she says, “Like her. Did you notice her clothing, or hear her call out ‘Baby’ when she came in?”


Sherry glares at her detective. “She was probably in her working attire. I know a lot of pubs require their employees to wear white shirts and black pants. Anyway, they could simply be good friends. Many women call their close friends ‘baby,’ ‘babe,’ and so on. That doesn’t necessarily imply what you’re thinking.”


“I know, I’m not judging her, but it just feels different coming from her. It’s kind of lovey-dovey,” Deena mocks with a wide silly grin.


“And you think Tim’s the reason the victim doesn’t want this known?”


“One of many.”


“What are the others?”


“Like she said, the shame, the stigma, and could even be the fear.”


“Fear of what?”


“Retaliation from the rapists. They took videos of the rape, and that tells me there’ll be a comeback, a revisit. May not be an actual visit, maybe in some other ways.”


“Blackmail?”


“That’s one of them. She’s a VP. I’m sure she’s making good money.”


Sherry nods.
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WHEN ERA OPENS HER eyes, her throat is dry and her mouth is sour. Sitting up and noticing a food tray on the edge of the bed, she reaches for a plastic cup of water and drains it in one gulp. Is that lunch or dinner? What time is it? She turns to check the wall clock: it’s 2:20 p.m. Is it Saturday or Sunday? Sunday, the party was Saturday evening, so today has to be Sunday. Her throat is still dry, and she drinks from the bottle of mineral water bought by Detective Deena. She’s still feeling dazed from the sedative. Closing her eyes, she tries to recall what’s on her calendar for Monday and Tuesday. Her brain is fuzzy. She gives up trying, telling herself she isn’t ready to go to the office and face her coworkers and bosses. Era decides to take a couple of days off. I need to sort my nerves out. Need to come up with what to say if this thing comes out into the open. But what can I say?


She gets off the bed and pulls the chair to the window. The noise of the city filters through the glass window, and she looks down to the street. At the steady flow of city dwellers in cars and on motorbikes going about enjoying a sunny Sunday, oblivious to her misfortune.


She calls her secretary, apologizes for calling her on her rest day, and informs her that she’s down with flu and won’t be coming into the office for two days. Then she summons the duty nurse.


“I’d like to be discharged.”


“You’re under Dr. Geetha’s care; only she can discharge you. Let me check if she’s on duty,” the nurse replies.


When the nurse returns, she informs Era that Dr. Geetha is on the night shift and will only be in at eleven in the evening.


“Can’t another doctor sign my discharge papers?” Era is getting agitated.


“I’m sorry, but your admission is part of a police investigation. I don’t think a ward doctor can do that.”


“Call the ward doctor and tell him I want to be discharged. If he’s not willing to do it, I’ll discharge myself. Give me whatever form you need me to sign, I’ll sign it,” she says firmly.


She gets off the chair, takes her overnight bag, and goes to the bathroom. The ward doctor enters the room, accompanied by the duty nurse, just as Era comes out of the bathroom, all dressed and ready to leave.


“Miss Era, I’m Dr. Lutfi. The nurse says you’ve requested a discharge. I strongly advise that you to wait for Dr. Geetha to examine you and let her decide.”


“I appreciate your advice, but I’m fine now, and I want to go home. Don’t worry, I’ll sign the self-discharge form,” she replies, continuing packing her belongings.


Familiar with obstinate patients, Dr. Lutfi nods at the duty nurse and they leave Era to her packing.


[image: images]


It is close to three in the afternoon when Sherry steps out of the shower and puts on a pair of loose satin shorts and an oversize Pink Floyd crewneck T-shirt. It had been a long and trying thirty hours, and she’s looking forward to a nap. She makes herself a warm cup of jasmine tea, a drink that always calms her, picks a fashion magazine from the pile of unread magazines, and heads for the bedroom. Just as she lies in bed and starts flipping through the magazine, her cell phone rings. It’s Dr. Geetha from Kuala Lumpur Hospital.


“Yes, Doc,” Sherry answers, instinctively wary.


“I was just informed that your victim self-discharged,” Dr. Geetha says, sounding concerned.


“When?”


“About fifteen minutes back.”


“Did something happen?”


“The duty nurse says she called her and asked to be discharged. The ward doctor, Dr. Lutfi, was called. He advised her against it, but she insisted.”


“I thought she was sedated.”


“Yes, she was, but it was only a mild one to calm her down.”


“Did someone visit her? Did she leave with anyone?”


“Not that the duty nurse is aware of.”


“Did she say why?”


“She said she was feeling fine and wanted to go home.”


“Couldn’t the hospital stop her?”


“I’m afraid not. Since this is a police case, I was thinking the police could. Can you? I don’t think she’s in any condition to go home and be by herself. She could cause harm to herself. She needs professional help.”


“I don’t know if we have the authority. The court has, but that’ll take some doing. And today is Sunday. Let me check with my boss and call you back.”


“Sherry, the toxicology report just came in. There was no trace of semen. However, the lab did find traces of glycerine, propylene glycol—


“What are those?”


“Sexual lubricant, you know, like those pleasure-enhancing gels.”


“Pleasure enhancing? Seriously … what pleasure?” Sherry sneers. “She was raped, what pleasure?”


“It’s what the manufacturers claim on their product,” Dr. Geetha replies defensively.


“I’m sorry, Doc, I didn’t mean to take it out on you … just rattled by the victim leaving.”


“No offense taken. I know you’re concerned—so am I.”


“Any chance the nurse knows if she got a phone call? Maybe overheard or saw her talking on the phone?”


“I can ask, but from where they’re stationed I doubt if they can see or hear her on the phone.”


“Thanks. Doc. Let me call my boss and see what we can do. I’ll get back to you soon as I know. Thanks for letting me know, and again, sorry.”
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Sherry terminates the call with Dr. Geetha and dials Superintendent Lillian to update her and seek advice.


“Ma’am, sorry to call you on Sunday.”


“No problem, what’s up?”


“My victim just discharged herself from the hospital against the duty doctor’s advice.”


“When?”


“According to Dr. Geetha, about twenty minutes ago.”


“Do they know why she discharged herself?”


“No. Ma’am, can we force her to return and remain in the hospital?”


“She’s a victim. There’s no provision in the law for us to do that. We can only send victims for medical examinations. Even then we need their consent for the examination and to take samples. Unless she’s a threat to herself or others, which means she is mentally unsound, there’s nothing we can do.”


“I don’t have any experience with such victims. Can she be deemed mentally unsound? I’m sure she’s a threat to herself, if not to others, but that’s only my gut feeling.”


“Unfortunately, that’ll not be enough for a court order. It has to be a medical diagnosis, I suppose by a psychiatrist.”


“When I was interviewing her, she had an anxiety attack, and the doctor had to give her a sedative. I know she’s emotionally unstable, and she’s staying alone. I’m worried if she experiences another attack and nobody is around to help.”


“I know, but she’s of age, and she made the decision to discharge herself. There’s nothing you can do, and there’s no reason you should blame yourself should she get herself into a medical situation.”


“Thanks, ma’am,” Sherry says with a heavy sigh.
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ERA AMILIA TAKES A cab to her apartment. She decides not to ask Tim or anyone to pick her up to avoid having to explain why she was hospitalized. She is in no condition, mentally or emotionally, to deal with probing questions and sympathetic gapes or pity-showering. She just needs to be by herself to work things out.


Stepping out of the elevator on the ninth floor, Era momentarily freezes at the lobby. Instinctively, she turns to look to her left and right, half-expecting someone to be lurking or waiting for her. Satisfied there is no one, she tentatively walks to her unit, the door keys ready in her hand. Standing in front of her door, she nervously turns to give the corridor another look before inserting the key. As she turns the lock, she remembers Sherry saying there were no signs of forced entry. A frightening thought crosses her mind: The rapists probably have keys to my apartment, and they could be inside waiting for me to return. Images of a knife-wielding man wearing pantyhose over his head and waiting for her in the bedroom flash through her mind. A cold shiver runs down her spine.
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“Inspector Mislan Latif is my kind of detective.
Harry Bosch would ride shotgun with him anytime.”

—MICHAEL CONNELLY
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