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  Day 1, December 21, 6:58 a.m.

  Outside the front gate of Karachi’s Central Prison

  A cool breeze blew across the front courtyard of the prison, causing the solitary figure to shudder. The gentle rays of the winter morning sun were breaking through the early mist. The weather was chilly by Karachi standards, although it couldn’t have been colder than a particularly crisp November day in London or New York. The balmy climate of the city was such that Karachiites only bothered to take out their sweaters and shawls barely for about fifteen days in a year. This year, however, had been different. A cold snap had hit the city and lasted for most of the month. Temperatures had been the lowest in recorded history.

  The man at the gate coughed and stamped his feet. Having been a ­lifelong resident of the city, he was totally unprepared for the wintry weather. He was a tall man, and his muscular legs had the bearing of an athlete’s. He wore a khaki-and-gray police uniform with the badge of the Elite Police Group on his right breast, certifying that he had been a police commando at one time. But his expanding girth and the way his service belt nestled under his paunch underlined the fact that his athletic days now lay in the distant past. Just below the badge was a black nameplate with the name CONSTANTINE etched upon it. Despite his slipping physical form, he was a man who still took pride in the smartness of his uniform. The khaki pants were starched stiff, the tan-colored boots polished like mirrors, and his ink-blue beret fell perfectly on his clipped hair. The shiny silver crescent and star that he wore on each shoulder stated his rank as a superintendent, but the lettering next to his ranks said “PRISONS” instead of “POLICE.” The only personal touch to his uniform was the small gold cross that he wore around his neck.

  “Bloody faujis,” he swore under his breath. Trust an army officer to schedule a meeting first thing in the morning! Constantine D’Souza was definitely not a morning person. Most cops aren’t. A policeman usually never leaves the police station before 3:00 or 4:00 a.m., and he is not inclined to be back on duty till at least midday. The faujis had fixed timings, clock in at 8:00 and out at 4:00. Unfortunately, the point they never understood was that crime doesn’t follow a timetable. When the coup first happened, army officers would show up to monitor the police stations promptly at 8:00 a.m., expecting to find the in-charges at their desks. Usually, no one except the duty officer and the night sentry were present at that hour. Constantine hadn’t met the young army captain monitoring his police station until a good ten days after the takeover.

  The inconvenience of the early hour did not concern him as much as the phone call of the previous night. He had been woken by a voice he hadn’t heard in years. Nevertheless, he recognized the crisp tone immediately. Colonel Tarkeen had served in Karachi’s intelligence establishment for so long that there was hardly a police officer above the rank of inspector who did not recognize his casual, hail-fellow-well-met tone, spiced with just the right amount of steel.

  “Constantine, how are you, my boy?” Tarkeen was one of the very few people who made it a point to actually pronounce Constantine’s name correctly. Twenty-five years in the Karachi Police had seen it bastardized to “Consendine.”

  “Fine sir, and you? I heard that you had been posted again in Karachi but I—”

  “Yes, and I’m very disappointed that you haven’t come to see me. All the old boys had come over—Farooq, Waseem, Haider—and I ask them all about you, but they say Constantine doesn’t want to come to Bleak House to pay his respects. They say you’re trying to stay away from me, they say you think you don’t want me to be your friend. That isn’t true now, is it, Constantine?”

  “Not at all, sir. Nothing like that. I’ve just been busy settling down here at the Central Prison. I came here just a couple of months ago. Nothing like that at all, sir. Farooq and all are just joking with you, sir. I’ll come by tomorrow if you like.”

  “Hahaha. Don’t worry, my boy, I know you haven’t strayed. We will meet, and sooner than you think, but for the moment, I need your help.”

  “Anything, sir.”

  “I’m sending one of my boys to you tomorrow. His name’s Major Rommel. He will be with you at 0700 hours. I want you to assist him in any and every way possible. Thank you, Constantine.”

  And with that, the line went dead. The fact that the call had come out of the blue disturbed Constantine. Colonel Tarkeen never did anything impulsively. He was the ultimate spook. He had served for seven years with the Intelligence Agencies in Karachi, seven of the most tumultuous years in the city’s history. He had overseen the bloody battles against the ethnic insurgents, the coup which removed the previous prime minister, the events following 9/11 and the ensuing crackdown on the jihadis. Normally, an officer would be expected to serve an average tenure of two to three years in the Agencies, but Tarkeen had been considered so indispensable that his tenure was extended twice. And now, after a short hiatus commanding an artillery unit in some small military cantonment town, he had managed to get himself posted back to Karachi. He had an encyclopedic knowledge of the officers of the Karachi Police and an expert understanding of who was good, who was bad, who was corrupt and who was weak. He had often used them to further his own personal agenda, in addition to his official directives. He also understood the intricacies of police work, rare for army officers who usually saw things in black or white. Constantine suspected that Tarkeen had viewed the world in nothing but shades of gray for a very, very long time. If Tarkeen had called him, he wanted something from him. The reference to Constantine’s not paying his respects had been deliberate, to corner him. But the most disturbing thing was the last line about giving any and every assistance. It was the way he said it. He was after something very specific, and the underlying message was clear. No matter what it was or what it entailed or how much he disliked it, Constantine had to do it.

  It was not uncommon for the Intelligence Agencies to send their representatives to the prison. The place was crawling with informers and turncoats, and everyone was spying on everyone else, like some latter-day Pakistani version of East Berlin in miniature. The Central Prison, or CP, as it was called, was a hive of information and a virtual university for crime. Jihadis, terrorists, activists of all the political parties, along with the average, run-of-the-mill murderers, rapists, and robbers—CP Karachi had them all. They were all living together, learning from each other. An offender would be locked up for a minor offence in the CP, and after spending a couple of years there, he would come out with a Masters degree in criminality. The concept of rehabilitation in prison went out the window with the CP. You came out of there a much bigger, better, and more dedicated criminal. When it had been constructed, at the beginning of the last century, it was meant to house between 3,000 and 4,000 prisoners. It now housed at least six times that number, in the same area. The only additions to the building had been the system of several layers of boundary walls and innumerable guard towers that isolated the old prison from the main road like some ancient, impregnable Byzantine fortress. Indeed, the front entrance of the prison, where Constantine now stood, very much resembled a medieval castle, with a massive iron gate, set in a yellow brick façade with turrets overlooking it.

  Constantine shrugged his shoulders. There was no use worrying about what the faujis wanted. The damn Agencies would do things exactly as they pleased, and there was nothing to be done about that. Still, the timing was curious. They probably wanted to come in and question one of the jihadis who was locked up. Little good that would do them. Even if they knew, the jihadis would never talk. Yes. That had to be it. Couldn’t be anything else . . . unless it was something to do with him. . . . But no, that couldn’t be it either. After all, who even remembered him?

  A bhishti—water carrier—threw water on the dusty ground. Slowly, the prison was coming alive. The first mulaqatis, the visitors, having cleared a couple of checkpoints, were slowly making their way towards the final checkpoint and waiting area on the right side of the prison entrance. They would have to wait a couple of hours until the little stall windows on the side of the prison wall were opened, through which they could meet their loved ones and briefly touch them for a few precious minutes. The stalls appeared like some kind of bank teller’s window, behind which the prisoners sat and disposed of the customers in front of them in record time.

  A Toyota Land Cruiser approached from the direction of the juvenile prison entrance. Its windows were darkened, and it had a police number plate. From behind the spare tire tied to the back of the vehicle, two telltale wireless antennae were visible. Constantine swore under his breath. The bastards kept one wireless for their own communications, and the other on the police frequency to listen in on them.

  The jeep pulled up just in front of Constantine. The passenger door opened, and a young man stepped out. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-eight or twenty-nine. He was a tall fellow with a very fair complexion, and sharp features which marked him as a Pathan. He also had a luxuriant, jet-black moustache waxed and tweaked to a fine point. He was in shirt and trousers, not in uniform, but his severe, short-cropped hair and Ray-Ban Aviators gave away his armed-forces background.

  Constantine cursed the faujis again, and then he cursed Tom Cruise for having made that bloody Top Gun movie. Since then, an entire generation of faujis had grown up thinking they could be like him just by buying those cheap rip-off sunglasses for 200 rupees from Zainab Market.

  The man returned Constantine’s salute with a nod.

  “Consendine D’Souza? I’m Major Rommel. I believe Colonel Tarkeen told you I was coming.”

  “Yes, sir. Pleased to meet you.”

  The small gate of the prison opened, and Constantine led the major into the entrance. They entered a passageway, at the end of which was another gate, which led to the main courtyard of the prison. The passageway served as the administrative nerve center of the prison. On one side of the passage was a spiral staircase, which went up to the wireless communications room and the turrets. On the other side was a tinted glass door. Two wardens sat behind a desk in the middle of the passageway with a huge register, logging everyone coming through the gates. Both rose from their chairs as Constantine and the major entered. One of them attempted to hand a pen to the major to sign the register, but Constantine waved him away.

  “No, no, this sahib doesn’t have to sign.” Constantine guided the major towards the glass door. “Come this way, sir, this is my office.”

  The office was small, narrow, and badly lit, with no windows and cheap tube lights adorning the walls. A dirty rug, which must have been red in 1942, the year it was probably placed there, covered the floor. A large, battered desk, upon which was draped a green baize cloth, typical of government offices, dominated the room. Behind the desk was an equally battered cane revolving chair. In front of it were two slightly more modern-looking plastic chairs.

  On the wall facing the door hung the standard, government-issue portrait of the Father of the Nation. The old man seemed to be staring down with faint disapproval. Next to him, a large oak incumbency board listed the names of all those who had been posted as superintendent of the Central Prison since 1895. Whenever Constantine looked at that board, it never ceased to amaze him that all the men the names stood for had been more than happy to fleece hundreds of thousands of rupees from this prison, yet none of them had ever bothered to spend even a little to improve this office. Cheap bastards.

  “I’m sorry about the office, sir. I’ve just recently moved here myself. Haven’t had a chance to spruce it up. Won’t you take a seat?”

  “Yes, you were posted here two months ago, weren’t you?” Major Rommel eased himself into one of the plastic chairs and opened the file that he had been holding in his hand.

  “That’s right, sir.” Constantine noticed that stapled to one corner of the file cover was his passport-size photograph. The major seemed to be reading from his confidential file.

  “Please sit, Consendine. That’s a very unique name even for a Christian.” Constantine felt slightly irritated at the major’s patronizing attitude. The bloody bugger had walked into his office. Who was he to offer him a seat in his own office? And what the hell did he think he knew about Christians? Typical arrogant, immature army officer.

  “It’s actually Constantine, sir. Yes, it’s not a common name, even in the Goan Christian community. But my father was a great cricket fan. Named me after some old West Indian cricketer whom he used to idolize. Always told me he used to hit a lot of sixes. I haven’t seen you around before, sir. Are you new in Karachi?”

  “Yes, I just reported to the I Section five days ago. Tell me, I’m confused. My file shows your rank as a deputy superintendent in the Karachi Police. So what are you doing wearing the ranks of a superintendent?”

  Although the question was a perfectly legitimate one, Constantine found himself growing more and more irritated at having to explain his position to the major. “Yes sir, I’ve been seconded to the Prisons service from the Karachi Police. I have not been formally promoted, but I have been allowed a shoulder promotion since I am holding the position of superintendent of the prison.” Faujis were always obsessed with uniformed ranks, constantly comparing their own to the civil ranks of the police and always trying to lord it over the poor cops.

  “Ah. I see,” said the major with a faintly disapproving air. He began studying his file without any regard to Constantine. Any attempts at pleasantry had been dispensed with. There was no doubt that this was an interview, and the file the major was reading was Constantine’s dossier.

  “Constantine Michael D’Souza. Born 1959, recruited as an assistant sub-inspector in 1981. Promoted to sub-inspector, 1988. Topped the Elite Special Police Group commando course, 1991. Worked with I Section in Operation Clean Slate, 1992. Wounded in a police encounter with activists of the United Progressive Front in 1998. Promoted out of turn as inspector in the same year for arresting Ateeq Tension, a UPF activist who was wanted in seventy murder cases. Promoted out of turn again, as deputy superintendent of police in 2002 for tracing out the Shi’a doctors’ killings. Impressive.”

  “I can save you the time of going through that lengthy dossier, sir. Just ask me what you really want to know, and I’ll tell you straight away. I have no problems with the Agencies. You can ask Colonel Tarkeen.”

  The major seemed to have picked up on Constantine’s annoyance, so he changed tack. “No, I just like to be thorough in my research. Tell me, what is your job description as superintendent of the prison?” Up till this point, the major had still not removed his Tom Cruise sunglasses. Now he did so, revealing a horrible scar that ran diagonally across from just under his left eyebrow to the ridge of his cheek. Like some cruel joke, it seemed completely out of place with the major’s otherwise handsome appearance. As if on cue, another man entered the room with another file in his hand. He was obviously working for the major and had entered the room on some kind of pre-arranged signal.

  “Well, sir, I, uh, am responsible for the total administration of the entire prison.” Constantine was a little flustered at the sight of the major’s scar and at the unauthorized entry of the major’s subordinate into his office. He tried not to show it, but a quizzical expression crossed his face. Where was this questioning leading? Why were they bothered with his job description?

  “Good. Then you are just the man I need.” Without turning around, the major raised his hand and his subordinate handed him the second file, which he opened. “Mr. D’Souza, you are to hand over one of your prisoners, No. 2377, Akbar Khan, to my custody. My associate will go and fetch him, and I am to interrogate him on a matter of the utmost national urgency. When we are done with him, you will be duly informed and can collect the prisoner, but on no account are you to tell anyone about this. Kindly call one of your wardens so that we can start the procedure, I’m a little rushed for time.”

  Constantine was totally taken aback. He realized when Colonel Tarkeen had called him last night that whatever task this was was something big, but he did not realize the enormity of it till this moment. It was true that the Agencies kept talking to various prisoners in the jail, but they had never asked for custody of a prisoner. To take him out without any court order, no paperwork? And for interrogation? He understood very well what an “interrogation” entailed. But who was responsible if something happened to the prisoner? This bloody two-bit major was ordering these things as if he was the ultimate authority in these matters. But Constantine’s biggest shock was the identity of the prisoner. It was him. After all this time, they were still after him.

  It took all of Constantine’s experience and training to not register the shock on his face. “Are you aware, sir, that the prisoner you refer to is still a serving police officer?”

  “Yes, DSP D’Souza, I am aware of that. So what? He is not above us. We are from the Agencies. We can interrogate whomever we like.”

  Constantine looked up at the major’s aide and gestured towards the door. “Excuse us for a minute, please.” The aide scowled at Constantine and refused to leave. The major made no attempt to intervene.

  Very well, if that’s the way you want to play it, you pompous son of a bitch, thought Constantine. “Well sir, I will certainly try and assist you, but I’m afraid everything that you have asked for is not possible.” Constantine’s voice took on its most dispassionate, bureaucratic tone as he started listing his objections. “First, sir, it is against the prison rules to physically remove the prisoner from the jail premises without a court order. If any questions are to be asked, they must be done on the premises. Second, the prisoner’s cooperation during any questioning while serving in prison is entirely voluntary. We cannot interrogate him like we do in a police station, nor can you force him to assist you. The fact that he is classified as an A-class prisoner and is a serving police officer makes the issue of forcing his cooperation even more difficult. And third, sir, I cannot permit you or your associate to interview the prisoner alone. The presence of a member of the jail staff is compulsory. Since I understand the sensitivity of your enquiries, I will personally be present.” The last condition was not, strictly speaking, necessary, but Constantine had decided that the major would have to deal with him if he wanted any cooperation. Besides that, his curiosity was piqued about what they wanted out of Akbar Khan.

  Constantine expected that the major’s reaction would be apoplectic, seeing how he had flatly refused the major in front of his snotty assistant. The thought brought a thin smile of satisfaction to his face, as he sat back and waited for the inevitable.

  The major finally dismissed his aide with an embarrassed nod of the head, before turning to address Constantine. “Look here, you bloody civilian, who do you think you’re dealing with? I’m not some village idiot off the street. I know exactly what’s going on here. All of you bloody police people are corrupt!” An accusing finger stabbed the air as his face flushed crimson. “Let me tell you, if I don’t get some cooperation from you, I will call Colonel Saleem in the Accountability Bureau to investigate you. I have heard all the stories about corruption in the jail. Taking money from people just to have their home-cooked food delivered to them, or for them to have an extra five-minute meeting with their families. I’m sure the Accountability chaps will be interested in knowing how you can afford to wear that expensive Rolex wristwatch on your government salary.”

  The thin smile remained fixed on Constantine’s face. He waited for a moment before responding, noticing the major’s smug grin. “It’s not a Rolex, it’s a Tissot, and as for where it came from, why don’t you ask General Ibadat’s wife, who considers me like a son and gave it to me as a present.” That wiped the grin off the major’s face. “I’m afraid you’re missing the point here, Major. If you have an issue with my integrity, please feel free to take it up with Colonel Tarkeen.” Yes, after all the “favors” he had done for Tarkeen over the years, that would be an interesting discussion. “But the problem over here isn’t corruption. I am willing to assist you, but within reason. I cannot change the prison rules for you. If you feel you don’t have the experience to deal with this problem, please contact Colonel Tarkeen for guidance. In fact, I’ll call him myself.”

  As he spoke, Constantine grabbed his mobile phone off the table and started punching in the digits. He observed with some satisfaction that the major was speechless. Snotty little shit. What did he think—that he was the first self-important young major that he had dealt with? Or was he still naïve enough to think that only cops were on the take?

  He got through to Colonel Tarkeen and explained the situation to him. After a brief pause, he handed the phone to the major. “The colonel wants to have a word with you.” Constantine was now positively enjoying the major’s uncomfortable expression.

  “Sir!” The major came to attention in his chair. For the next three minutes, Constantine listened in on a pretty one-sided conversation which consisted of plenty of notes of “Sir” and “Yes, sir” on the part of the major. At the end of it, he silently handed the phone back.

  “He’s new and doesn’t understand how things work. Help him, Constantine. Do it your way, but I need you to help us out. It’s very important. Rommel will explain everything to you.”

  “Thank you, sir. I’ll try my best.”

  There was an uncomfortable silence after the phone went dead. Constantine was impassive, while the major seemed to be composing himself.

  “Well, Major sahib?”

  The major exhaled. “As you probably know, seven days ago, an American journalist was kidnapped. His name was Jon Friedland. He was a reporter for the San Francisco Chronicle. The media have been covering nothing else.” Indeed, as Constantine glanced at the morning’s newspaper that had been lying on his desk, it was all about the kidnapping. The independent media channels had been running special broadcasts dedicated to just this event. “Two days after his abduction, a group calling itself Lashkar-e-Jihad Waziristan posted a picture of him on the Internet. They said he was a Jew. They made no demands but claimed that they would make a horrible example of him, in retribution for the government operation in the tribal areas.” He hesitated. “And they have said that they would do it on 25th December.”

  “Christmas.”

  “Yes. There have been no further communiqués from the group since then. So far the police have had no breakthrough in the investigation, and we, or our sister agencies, have also not been able to turn up anything. We have been looking at all the regular channels, but Colonel Tarkeen thought that we should also look at some unorthodox methods. He suggested the name of Akbar Khan. I don’t know much about his past, but apparently his information sources in the city were unrivalled, before he got himself in trouble over some murder. We have to try everything. Right now we’re not even sure if the American is still being held in Karachi or whether he’s been transported somewhere else. To be honest, other than their word, we can’t even confirm if he’s still alive or not. I’m sure you realize the international significance of this kidnapping, on top of the insurgency in the tribal areas and the proposed visit of the American president. The image of the country is at stake. And of course, the deadline of 25th December means we have very little time to work. And we have to keep it completely confidential. Do you understand now? Can you help?”

  “Yes sir, I do understand. And of course I will help. We can go see Akbar immediately. But sir, to be honest, I don’t think he can be of much help.”

  “What do you mean?”

  “Well sir, Akbar has been here for two years now. At the time of his arrest he was heading a special task force fighting organized crime. He was arrested, along with his entire team, for killing a suspect in a fake police encounter. At first he tried very hard to secure his release, hiring the best lawyers, trying to talk to all the high-ups of the police and the Agencies. But everyone abandoned him. After one year in jail, his fellow team members all but gave up on trying to secure a joint release. Some of them changed their statements, distanced themselves, and asked for deals. He didn’t. But he didn’t stop any of the others either. The end result was that they all got out, one by one, and he was left alone, burdened with the entire responsibility for the case. It was almost as if he didn’t care anymore. He had been a powerful and influential police officer, but when the world forgot him, he forgot the world. The last of his colleagues got out about a year ago. Since then he stopped pursuing the case, stopped meeting his lawyers, even sent his family to his village. Broke off all contact with his team members or any police officers, for that matter. The case continues in the courts but with no one really following it up, and the courts being as slow and overworked as they are, it’ll probably continue for years to come.”

  “He meets with no one?”

  “For the past six months, the only visitors that he has met with are the tableeghis. They are a religious social organization who keep sending their maulvis into the prison to teach some of the inmates to read the Quran. He meets with them regularly and spends the whole day praying and reciting the Quran. But he takes interest in nothing else. Usually, A-class prisoners have access to outside material such as newspapers and books, but he hasn’t asked for anything in six months. So you see, sir, that’s why I doubt whether he may be of any use. He probably doesn’t even know that an American has been kidnapped.”

  The major pondered this for a moment. Then he shrugged. “Well, Colonel Tarkeen seems to think he could be helpful, so even if nothing comes out of it, I am here already and should give it a try.”

  “Well, in that case, sir, let’s go meet him.”
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  Day 1, around 8:00 a.m.

  They exited the office into the passageway. The major’s aide stood sulking in a corner. The major told him to go stand outside by the car. Both men left their mobile phones with the warden at the gate and turned towards the second black gate that led to the prison courtyard. In front of them was a brightly painted wall, its cheeriness in complete contrast to the general air of despondency of the place. Behind the wall, in the main jail kitchen, some prisoners were cleaning up after breakfast. The giant vats in which breakfast had been made were being washed so that they could be reused for lunch. Another group of prisoners was busy painting plant pots. The convicts worked silently and no one looked up at the two men, but Constantine could feel that everyone was watching them. There were no wardens around. The major seemed surprised and looked questioningly at Constantine.

  “Not what you expected, is it, sir? No rows of cells like in Hollywood movies. No one in handcuffs or chains.”

  “No wardens either. What do you do if something happens?”

  “Yes, we are extremely short-staffed. But the jail has its own system of discipline, so the wardens don’t usually have to intervene. Most of these men are harmless. Just look at their eyes. There is nothing there but hopelessness.”

  They turned right from the kitchen and started walking along the prison wall. In the distance they saw a solitary barrack with an air-conditioning unit protruding out of it. It had a neat walking track constructed around it, and there were fresh flower beds that had recently been planted outside it. Constantine pointed out the building to the major.

  “That is Akbar’s barrack. It is the only A-class barrack, and he is the only A-class prisoner that we have. They were originally set up for the husband of the ex–prime minister. He had the walking track laid, and installed the air conditioners. The rule that we have here is that any improvements that a prisoner makes to the jail are gifted to the prison after the prisoner leaves. But after he was released, the jail never received another A-class prisoner till Akbar came.”

  “Why was Akbar classified as A-class?”

  “Quite frankly, that was the only thing that they could classify him as. The jail had never had a prisoner like him. They couldn’t put him with anybody else. First, since he is a senior police officer, of course, but more importantly, because he had so many enemies there would have been a serious threat to his life. He had put away hundreds of the inmates. United Front activists, kidnappers, drug lords. They had to isolate him. If the others got half a chance, they’d have tried to kill him. Anyway, he prefers to be on his own.”

  “So none of the other inmates have any access to him? They can’t approach him anywhere?”

  “No. The area around that barrack is off-limits to everyone. None of the other prisoners are allowed to even wander nearby. One of the regular C-class prisoners attends to him, cleans up the barrack, plants the flowers, and brings him his food. He doesn’t even come out that much. Occasionally you see him walking on the track in the evenings. The tableeghis are the only ones who go to that barrack, and with whom he meets. They are simple souls—just interested in promoting the reading of the Quran, handing out free religious texts and exhorting all the inmates to lead better lives. They do their rounds of the jail nearly every day, trying to win over some of the poor souls.”

  “Do they get a lot of converts?”

  “Some. They have certainly succeeded with him.”

  They were now outside the door to the barrack. The prisoner who had been tending to the flower beds greeted them silently and held open the door for them. Inside, the barrack was a revelation. The room was long and rectangular in shape. The walls were bare and painted spotlessly white. The floor tiles were also a glistening white color. The room had a faint antiseptic odor, like a hospital room. Immediately to the left of the door, in a corner, lay some unused exercise equipment, treadmills and some weights, left over by the previous occupant. In the far right corner of the room was a large wardrobe. In the center of the room was a big mattress with a red blanket. It was the only item of color in the otherwise sterile room. There were three low wooden stools facing the mattress. On one of them, with his back towards the door, a man sat hunched over, reciting from a copy of the Quran. He was dressed in a crumpled white cotton shalwar-kameez. He wore a white skullcap, and long, salt-and-pepper shoulder-length locks flowed from under the cap. The man had a shaggy, unkempt beard which had turned prematurely white. He looked as if he had lost a lot of weight, but his sinewy muscles remained taut under the fabric of his clothes. Although he was only middle-aged, his gaunt appearance made him look much older than he was.

  The manservant who had ushered them in approached the seated man and whispered in his ear as Constantine and the major stood by the door. The man made no sign of acknowledgement and continued his recitation. The two officers shuffled uncomfortably, not knowing what to do next. Both of the room’s split air-conditioning units were working at full blast, so the room was freezing cold. Constantine cleared his throat loudly a couple of times to catch the prisoner’s attention, but it was a full five minutes till the man finished his recitation and turned to them. He beckoned them towards the empty stools and nodded his head in recognition to Constantine.

  “Aur Consendine, how are you keeping these days?” His voice was raspy, as if rusty from lack of use.

  “How are you, Akbar? You’ve become very fit, eh? On some new magic diet, are you?”

  “Heh heh. Jail is the magic diet. Try it, and you’ll also lose that belly of yours.”

  “I’ll take your word for it.” Constantine took one of the stools and beckoned the major to sit on the other. He was nervous, not sure how to begin, so he cleared his throat. “Do you have any problems in the jail that I can help you with?”

  “Arre, Consendine, you and I know this isn’t a social call. The real question is, how can I help you?” Akbar turned to the major. “Kyun, Major sahib, looks like you’ve lost your American songbird?” He cackled again, revealing a set of blackened, broken teeth.

  Constantine raised his brow in surprise. The major, totally stunned, sputtered. “How the hell did you know my rank?”

  “Relax, Major sahib. You are too young to be a colonel, and too old to be a mere captain. From the looks of you, you too have had some rough lovers, like me.” He pushed his hair aside from the right side of his neck to reveal a nasty scar that had been caused by a jagged piece of metal.

  For the second time that day, the major had to take a moment to compose himself. He took out a packet of cigarettes from his pocket and offered one to Akbar.

  Akbar stared at the cigarette for a moment before taking it. “Heh. I haven’t smoked one of these in six months.” The major lit it for him, and he took a deep and appreciative puff.

  “Well, uh, Akbar, I am here on behalf of Colonel Tarkeen to ask for your help in a matter of national emergency. You are correct in assuming that my query does concern the recent kidnapping of the American journalist. Any information that you may have, any way that you think you can help us, would be appreciated and the assistance that you provide will of course be looked upon favorably in any court proceeding.”

  Akbar seemed to reflect on the major’s words. Then he smiled. “I’ll say this for you, Major sahib, at least you’re polite, compared to some of the other bastards in your department. No, thank you. I don’t wish to help you.”

  “What do you mean you don’t wish to help us? It’s not a matter of wishing. If you have any information about this matter, you cannot withhold it. It’s a matter of supreme national importance! The nation’s honor is at stake!” The major’s voice rose as his self-righteous indignation came to the surface.

  “Fuck the nation’s honor.” The words were spoken softly but with such viciousness that the major looked as if he had been physically struck. Constantine’s body tensed, preparing to step in to tackle in case either of the men became physical.

  The major was on his feet. “Look here! You can’t talk like that. I have served in this army for eleven years. I will not let anyone speak about the country in that fashion!”

  Akbar waved him away. “Please, save it for some stupid chutiya straight out of the Training College, Major sahib. I’m not some child still suckling at his mother’s breast! I know how your people work and how long they’ve been raping the ‘nation’s honor’ as if it were some two-bit randi standing at the street corner. You people use words like ‘honor’ and ‘country’ to get people to do what you want them to do, then throw them away like a used condom! I’m one of your condoms too! Tell Tarkeen I haven’t forgotten that!”

  “I . . . I don’t understand,” stuttered the major.

  “What don’t you understand? What did you expect? That you would walk in here and give me your bullshit sermon, and I would roll over and kiss your boots and thank you and say that just getting the opportunity to serve my country was enough for me? What do you have to offer me in return, Major sahib? You’ll have to barter with me if you want my help because, I’m sorry, but I have just about exhausted my stock of patriotism.”

  “But I’m not authorized to negotiate any terms.”

  “If you’re not authorized to negotiate, you’re not authorized to do anything, Major sahib. What can you do? ‘Interrogate’ me? I don’t think so. I’m already in prison. I’m afraid we must conclude this meeting, Major sahib. I have to return to my recitations, and you must go back and pray that they don’t find the body of a dead American in some gutter on Christmas day. Khuda Hafiz.” With that, he turned around, picked up his book and started to read from it.

  The major looked at Constantine for help. “Akbar, I know how you feel, but please think about it. Maybe Major Rommel can come back tomorrow after you’ve had some time to think it over?”

  “I look forward to future visits from Major sahib, Consendine, but it is they who must do the thinking.”

  The major and Constantine got up and started walking towards the door. Just as they were about to open the door, Akbar called out to them.

  “By the way, thank you for the cigarette, Major sahib. Because you are a nice man, I will tell you one thing. You needn’t worry about sending search parties all over the country. Your songbird is still in Karachi, and he is still alive. Tell Colonel sahib he can confirm it from his special source, the one I introduced him to in the lobby of the Sheraton Hotel eight years ago.”

  Constantine guided the major back to his office. The younger man was quiet, as if suffering from shell shock. Constantine had also been astonished by Akbar’s disclosure and was curious about how he had obtained his information, but he preferred to keep his own counsel till he found out more.

  “Come sir, you’ve had a difficult morning, let’s have a cup of tea.” Constantine rang a bell on his desk to call his orderly. The tea arrived five minutes later, but the major didn’t say a single word in the intervening time, absentmindedly staring at Akbar’s file in his hand. Just like Tarkeen to send this poor green bastard for this kind of assignment, thought Constantine.

  “He seemed to know you. From before, I mean.”

  “Yes, sir. We started out together, on the force. We were junior assistant sub-inspectors in Preedy Police Station. We served together for a number of years, in some tough times.”

  The major cupped his hands in front of his face and leaned forward in his chair. “Who is this man? I have never met anyone like him. Why does Colonel Tarkeen think he is so important?”

  “He is perhaps the best police officer in the Karachi Police. At least in my years of service, I haven’t seen a better one. You see, sir, to be a good police officer in this city, you need to have two qualities. First, very good sources of information, so that you can work out crimes, trace cases, catch the big criminals. And second, you need to have a lot of courage—courage to do what others are unwilling or unable to do. You need a very big heart, sir. Akbar had both qualities in abundance. At the height of his power, he had a steady stream of informants from all over the city, and from all walks of life. And courage? I have never seen a more courageous man than Akbar. Colonel sahib is not a fool. He knows the value of men very well, sir. And he certainly knows how valuable Akbar is.”

  “What did he do that was so valuable?”

  “You are new in Karachi, sahib. It’s your first posting here? Yes, you wouldn’t know the times we went through. Back when Akbar and I started out, policing was very simple. Burglars, pickpockets, the odd phadda at the university. Simple criminals for a simple time. We were junior officers, and when our station in-charge sent us out into the field, we would round up a few miscreants, slap them around, and that was the end of it. The only weapons they had were knives and knuckledusters. The kid who had a revolver was considered a real terror. No one challenged the authority of the police. All the big badmashes of Karachi were tough guys in front of ordinary people, but when the lowliest head constable summoned them to the thana, they meekly obeyed. Things changed when the United Front came onto the scene and brought a new brand of goonda politics. Their leader, the Don, had started out as a student activist at the university. He created the system of the UF’s wards and ward bosses. The wards were crews of young men who were supposed to create a party structure at the very basic neighborhood level. But in reality they created a parallel government where they had the power of taxation, dispute resolution, punishment, even life and death, over the citizens of the city. That’s when the terror began. Kalashnikovs started coming into the city from Afghanistan, brought by Pathan truck drivers who sold them to their own people as well as their enemies. Then the campus violence began between the UF boys and everyone else. Things got nastier after that—massacres on buses, firing between rival groups, targeted killings. We didn’t know how to confront these new criminals. That’s when all our lives got truly fucked up, sahib.” Constantine slowly shook his head, as if troubled by bitter memories. “Such a terrible time.”

  “How? I mean, how did things go wrong?” Rommel looked mesmerized by Constantine’s account.

  “Arre, sahib, we were so backward back then. We didn’t know anything about weapons or tactics. I remember, the only rifles we had in the police station were World War II surplus rifles. I still remember their name—.303 Lee Enfield. Heh. But none of us was prepared for the wave of violence that swept this city over the next few years. When the UF first came to power, it was as if a mafia had taken over the city. Their rule was absolute. They crushed anyone who stood in their way. They made fake cases against their opponents and had them locked up. But all politicians do that. The UF went further than anyone else. They had hit squads to bump off their rivals. No case could be registered against their workers in any police station. If a station in-charge even talked to one of their ward bosses in a wrong tone, he would find himself demoted and posted to some godforsaken police station in the middle of the desert. Stopping their excesses was out of the question. The ward bosses extorted money, ran gambling dens, carried weapons openly, kidnapped people’s daughters . . . and we would sit in our police stations and do nothing.” His voice trailed off as if even the memory was painful. “I remember, one day I was the duty officer at Preedy Police Station and an old man came into the station, crying that his daughter had been kidnapped by the local UF ward boss because he fancied her. The old man sat in front of me on the station floor all day, crying and begging us to go with him, to try and save his daughter from getting gang-raped. We even knew which room of which building they were fucking her in. But none of us did anything because they were in power. Except for Akbar. He was the only one who stood up against them.”

  The major had grown more and more absorbed by the conversation and was about to ask how all of this related to Akbar, when his mobile phone rang. From the major’s stirring it was obviously Tarkeen, and when the call finished, he got up.

  “That was Colonel Tarkeen. I have to return to my office immediately. I will call and tell you if we need to conduct another interview with Akbar.” He had walked to the door when he turned towards Constantine again. “I, uh, I would like to talk with you some more. Perhaps later, but I would like to listen. Thank you.” He hesitated for a moment and looked awkwardly at the floor, perhaps wanting to say more, and then walked out.

  Constantine, seemingly lost in the past, half rose from his chair and absentmindedly grunted his goodbyes. He sat back down and picked up his teacup. He stared intently at the swirling brown liquid within the cup, as if it would give him some sign of salvation. But it did not.
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  May 1996, ten years ago

  Constantine was in a shitty mood. This seemed to be a continuous state for him these days. He walked out of his quarters, leaving behind the shrill voice of his wife, hoping that being outdoors would make him feel better. But it didn’t. He felt a revulsion towards himself. He didn’t understand why, but it had been this way for months now. A glance in the mirror as he walked out had only served to worsen his mood. He could see that his waist, while by no means fat, was beginning to slip; the hockey player’s washboard stomach was no longer there. It had been ages since he had last exercised.

  He had fought with his wife again: over what, he honestly couldn’t tell. He seemed to pick fights with her for no real reason. Later, he would spend the rest of the day feeling bad about it, but he couldn’t help himself. His father had forced him to get married to a nice Christian girl a year ago. Mary was a perfectly decent woman, pretty enough and dutiful to a fault. She took great pains to fit in with his family. A real homemaker. But he had never mentally adjusted to married life.

  He had started to hide himself in his work. Long hours and late nights at the police station became an excuse for staying away from home. Constantine was the longest serving officer at Preedy Police Station. That in itself was quite an achievement, because Preedy was considered to be the most lucrative police station in the city and people would give an arm and a leg to be posted there even for a few months. A smart station in-charge could easily become a millionaire if he managed to eke out a half-decent tenure at Preedy. Constantine knew he would never become station in-charge because he had no influential political connections. But in his own way, because of his experience and contacts within the area, he was indispensable to those who did have the requisite contacts. After all, someone needed to actually run the station while the station in-charge conducted his business deals.

  He had made some decent money over the years, nothing that would justify an early retirement but enough to support a young family’s expenses. His daughter was now two months old, and he had to think about their future. Increasingly, though, even money held no charm for him anymore. There was a sense of lost purpose that gnawed at him, the impending fear of wasted youth and the onset of dreary middle age. The job no longer held any challenges for Constantine. And after what had happened two days ago, there was no honor either.

  He decided to walk the short distance from his quarters in the police lines to the station. It was hot and sticky. A sea of humanity engulfed the streets of Karachi’s city center. He walked past the electronics market where prosperous shop owners, who had just refurbished their stalls with new air conditioners and shiny tiles, tried to shoo away passersby who spat out betel juice on the freshly painted walls. Street hawkers, weighed down by their carry trays, offered every conceivable model of mobile phone accessory to passing customers. Past the electronics market, he crossed the junction where the old booksellers bazaar intersected the tire market. Metallic radial Bridgestone tires sold alongside dog-eared copies of the complete works of Jane Austen. The vibrancy of the city at this hour never failed to amaze Constantine, and he would usually take a minute out of his walk to stand there and smell the ozone fumes. It was the smell of progress, his mentor station officer used to say. Today he didn’t linger, and, as he strode into the thana to report for his shift, the officer he was about to relieve greeted him with a warm smile.

  “Arre, Consendine sahib, thirty minutes early? I was expecting you to come late today. Didn’t the naika arrange a hot date for you?”

  “I never went. I wasn’t in the mood for it, Ali Hasan.”

  Sub-inspector Ali Hasan frowned. “Arre, sahib, this is what the English mean when they say it is looking a gift horse in the mouth. First, the naika, the chief madam and the most powerful figure in the locality, arranges the girl for you, free of cost. And then you don’t even bother going because you say you didn’t feel like it? Sahib, I have been here six months, and I am still waiting for the day the naika offers me a girl for free. I can’t even complain openly lest she gets annoyed and slams shut our monthly payment. After all, she is the guarantor of our economic prosperity. When she comes to the station to negotiate the monthly rate for the brothels, we mere mortals have to lower our eyes and say ‘Adab’ to her like Mughal courtiers. But you? You are her favorite sub-inspector. You’re exempt from all the arse-kissing. I bet she’s offered you more pussy than she has to the station in-charge.”

  “That’s just because I’ve been here so long that I knew her before she even became the naika. I am sure she only does it out of pity for my pathetic career prospects.”

  “Arre, sahib, leave it. Do you know how many times I had to go sit outside the ward office to get my posting here? While the rest of us run after one sifarish or the other, you have been enjoying yourself in this thana for years because everyone knows that the station in-charge won’t be able to run the area without you. Arre, sahib, the senior officers think well of you, even the party has a good impression of you. The other night I had gone to pay my respects at the ward office, and the ward boss was telling one of the UF ministers that you are a very fair man. If you would just heed my advice and come with me one day to meet him, he’ll have you posted as the SHO within the week.”

  “I told you, I’m not going to go down that path. I don’t want to have anything to do with the UF or any of their ward bosses. I’m fine where I am, Ali Hasan. Now tell me, where is in-charge sahib?”

  “Suit yourself, sahib. But I’ll tell you one thing. The boss is on his way out. A smart man would take advantage of that. He was called in to the ward office. Apparently the party didn’t like the disturbance that was caused when the old man came looking for his daughter a couple of days ago. Yesterday the girl committed suicide, and it’s caused a bit of a scandal. The father was screaming and abusing the Don at the funeral. I think one of the newspapers also got hold of the story and wrote about it. That’s why the ward boys were out on the streets early today, to confiscate all the copies of the paper. Anyway, they aren’t happy with the way in-charge sahib handled the situation.”

  Constantine stared blankly at Ali Hasan and then broke into a cynical smile. “Why, what the hell did they expect us to do? They raped the girl to their heart’s content, we didn’t stop them. We sat here like a bunch of cockless hijras! How else would they like in-charge sahib to further improve the quality of his service? Did they want us to join in?”

  “Consendine sahib, how could we intervene? They had taken her to the ward office. You know their boys are off-limits for us. Anyway, the wardias say that in-charge sahib shouldn’t have allowed the father to loiter at the station for the whole day. It just attracted attention to the situation. He should have thrown out the old man well before the evening. They say that is precisely why they had in-charge sahib posted here, to handle situations like these.”

  “Oh, I see. So it was inconvenient to have the old man beg for his daughter’s life, was it? What about our job as police officers?”

  “Consendine sahib, now you’re acting like a child. Power is in their hands, and we have to listen to those who are in power. You think I didn’t feel bad for that old man that day? Of course I did. We all have daughters, sisters, and wives. But we stay quiet because we don’t want what happened to his daughter to happen to our loved ones. Our duty is to obey the ruling party, not the law. And the Don and his wardias rule this city. Who are we to say anything to them?”

  “Yes, the great Don controls this city from America but doesn’t have the balls to step inside it.”

  Ali Hasan’s tone dipped to a whisper, and he looked around to ensure that he was not overheard. “I am trying to advise you for your own good, but then you keep making such loose talk. If you want to make a mess of your own career, that’s fine, but don’t drag the rest of us down. The Don doesn’t need to come back to order the killing of a stupid sub-inspector with a big mouth, or a hundred others who don’t know when to keep quiet. Now stop being foolish and take over the desk. I want to get home.”

  Ali Hasan shoved the station register towards Constantine with some irritation. For the briefest moment, it occurred to Constantine that Ali Hasan would report their conversation to the ward office, but he was past caring anymore. It had brought back all the disgust and the deep sense of impotence he had been experiencing since the day the girl was abducted. He could taste the bile rising in his stomach. He looked again at Ali Hasan and saw in his face the smug self-assuredness of a man who was content in the knowledge that he was going places in life. Just as Constantine sat down, he saw the station in-charge, Inspector Deedar, cross the outgoing Ali Hasan at the station gate. The SHO had the look of a condemned man, and Constantine saw the subtle snub that Ali Hasan directed at him by not saluting him properly. He decided that, no matter what he thought of his boss, he would give him due respect even if his authority was slipping away.

  “Ah good, Consendine, you’re already here. Ensure that all the pickets and patrols are sent out. I can’t deal with that right now, I’ve got too much on my plate. Oh, and send the patrolling vehicle to the house of the ward boss. His family needs to attend a wedding, and they need the escort.” He tossed a brown envelope onto the table. “Oh, and the beater has just delivered the weekly collection. Take out the station expenses and bring the rest of it in to my retiring room.”

  Constantine took out the thin wad of bills from the brown envelope. “Sir, the beater has given you less than the fixed amount today. And sir, we only have one pickup today because the other two are in the workshop. If we send this one away on escort duty, the area will be empty.”

  Inspector Deedar’s frustration boiled over at Constantine’s response. “Look, dammit, I’ve had enough of you, you bloody Christian! Do you have any idea of the problems I have to face? I am in trouble with the ward boss because you let that old fool sit in front of you all day long! Why did you even listen to his complaint? You should have thrown him out of the station or, even better, arrested him! I had to pay the ward boss half of this month’s collection to get them to clear us! I have no desire to end my days arresting sheepfuckers on the edge of the desert or worse, being taken into a ward office and being tortured! Maybe you do. If so, you can call up the ward boss and inform him yourself that you find it inconvenient to send an escort for his family. I have tolerated you enough! You may be a good manager but if you don’t learn your place in this police station, you might as well just fuck off from here!”

  Constantine’s face reddened and his body tensed, as if to strike the SHO. But Ashraf, who was the duty constable alongside him, restrained him. Inspector Deedar turned around and walked towards his room. Constantine glared after him, as Ashraf whispered in his ear to calm him down. He needed to get out of there, so he stormed out of the station. He was still fuming when he got to the main gate and didn’t notice the man in the starched white shalwar-kameez who came up to him and tapped him on the shoulder. He was very fair, with a shock of brown hair and a bristling handlebar moustache that had been finely waxed.

  “Kya, Consendine. So much anger at me? Just because I still owe you a little money?”

  “Akbar!” For the first time that day, Constantine’s face lit up. “What are you doing here? And it isn’t a little amount you owe me, it’s quite a lot! But I am so happy to see you. I’m having a really bad day. The in-charge is probably going to have me booted out of here. Come, let’s get out of here and get something to eat.”

  Akbar grew concerned. He put his hand on Constantine’s shoulder as they walked out of the station gates towards a nearby roadside restaurant. “What’s wrong? What happened? Anything I can do to help?”

  “It’s nothing, yaar. Normal work phaddas—political interference, all that kind of stuff. You know how it is. Fact is, these past few days I just haven’t been myself. But tell me about yourself. Are you still holed up in that Special Investigation Cell of yours? Don’t you ever want to do a real job?”

  They had seated themselves in a booth of a restaurant across the street from the police station. The restaurant had an old, faded sign that proclaimed it as IRANI CAFÉ, with SPONSORED BY PEPSI hand-painted in small print below the name. Nobody knew why it was called Irani Café, as there was nothing remotely Iranian about it, from the food (which consisted mostly of variations of the same basic curry, with mutton, prawn, and chicken, and the Special, which was also the same curry with a hard-boiled egg thrown in for good measure) to the staff, whose hooked noses and fair skin earmarked them as men from the Swat Valley. Indeed, even the owner, a fat Punjabi who sat at the counter overseeing the various vats of curry bubble away, couldn’t have told you why the name was what it was, except to say that this had been the name when he had bought the joint from its previous owner thirty years ago.

  A raised hand from Constantine to the owner brought them instant service. After all, the owner was on excellent terms with all the police wallahs at the station. He allowed the constables to eat for free and gave a hefty discount to the officers. In return, no one ever bothered to ask him for extortion money and, in the evenings, his waiters could extend the restaurant’s seating area from the curbside, encroaching right onto half of the main road. Communicating with his staff only through very slight movements of his head, he ensured that four waiters, laden with several plates of curry representing more or less everything on the menu, soft drinks, and naan hot from the tandoor descended upon Constantine and Akbar even before they had settled down.
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