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“I KILLED MY WIFE.” The voice at the other end of the phone might have been discussing the weather, so matter-of-fact and emotionless was it. Aftab felt a chill. On second thoughts, a discussion on the weather might have been more animated.

“Come again?” He asked, wondering if he heard right. It was not every day that someone called up the city police commissioner and confessed to a murder.

“You heard me the first time,” the voice replied. “However, I shall tell you once more. I killed my wife. I am not going to tell you why– that is your job to find out.”

Again, a chill went down Aftab’s spine. “My job?” Aftab sent a message from his cell phone to trace the call to his landline. 

“You see,” the man said, still talking calmly and impersonally. “I am talking from beside her body. She’s been dead for an hour now. If you find her and find out why I killed her, I shall surrender to you.”

“Find her?” Aftab’s eyes were on the watch. The trace had been activated. But the man needed to keep talking for at least sixty seconds more.

“Find her body and my motive and you shall find me! I am in your city itself!” The line disconnected.

“Damn!” Aftab swore. The trace could not be completed. He wondered if it was a crank call. But he had a gut feeling there was something about the call that was genuine. 

He picked up his cell, and dialled the control room number. What if they got lucky?

“We could not complete the trace,” Vivek sounded apologetic. “What was it, sir?”

“Some maniac who claimed he’s killed his wife. Said he’d surrender if we could find her body and his motive!”

Vivek whistled softly. “You mean we have a killer, but no body?”

“We don’t have anything,” Aftab said. “Other than a voice over the phone.”

“Crank call, sir?”

“On the surface, I would say yes, but somehow my gut says there’s something here.”

“So, what next, sir?”

“We find this man, and we find out why he wanted so badly to get our attention,” Aftab said, his voice hard. “And then we nail that bastard!”
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THE CONTROL ROOM was abuzz that day.

“It’s not as if we don’t have any other work,” Ashish grumbled to Vivek. 

Ashish was an inspector who had been recently promoted. He had never investigated a murder in his service; the small stations where he served till then were singularly free of violent crimes. The occasional theft, pick pocket and arrest of groups of youth who thought they could play cards in public had occupied all his time. But his promotion had pitchforked him into this city where murders, rapes, accidents and suicides happened every hour. 

Vivek threw him a contemptuous glance. Vivek was young and bright and tech savvy. He had been assigned to the control room because of it, but what he longed for was to be in the field. Aftab was his role model. The apparent ease with which his superior managed his job with all the demands inherent in that position was a matter of envy and admiration for him.

The third man in the control room, a quiet officer named Antony watched the two men with fascination. Antony was also new to the police force and had got the control room posting since his father was related to the local branch secretary of one of the coalition parties that formed the government. Some rumoured that his job was also due to political influence, but that was not true. He had got the job on merit and in the face of strong opposition from his family. Having realised that he could not keep his only son from taking up a dangerous job, his father had done what he could to keep him safe by getting him a posting away from the field. 

“It is probably a crank call,” Ashish muttered. “What is the point in disturbing us as if we have no other work?”

“If Aftab sir says it’s a genuine case, that’s good enough for me,” Vivek declared. “And it’s not as if you are being asked to go out and investigate. Our job will be to provide support from here. We won’t be out in the field.”

There was real regret in Vivek’s voice as he said this. Ashish shot him a baleful glance, but was quiet. Though senior in age and service, he was outranked by Vivek. 

Antony still remained quiet. He never spoke much and no one ever knew what he was thinking about.
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AFTAB GROUND HIS TEETH in frustration. They had managed to find the number from which the call was made. It had been from a mobile and they had traced it too. It was found abandoned in one of the parks, thrown behind a bush. 

There were no identifying marks on it; it was an ordinary phone. No fingerprints were found in it. There had been no personal data in it and the SIM card was in the name of a local thug who disclaimed all knowledge of the call. Further investigation had revealed that the thug had got another connection and had stopped using the number. In fact, he had not used the number for over three years and was under the impression that the number was inactive.

The obvious suspects were the employees of the mobile service provider. They were the only ones who might have known about the not-in-use SIM and the ones who might have got a duplicate made without leaving any records. But somehow, Aftab had a feeling that the man who called him was not among them. 

He assigned a few men to investigating the employees but he bent his energies on getting his team to see if they could retrieve any personal data that might have been on the phone. And so far, they have come up with nothing. Aftab was normally even tempered and cool, but even he was feeling frustrated. He swore under his breath as he went through the reports again. 

He looked at the phone balefully. His phone rang just then. He picked it up. It was Antony. He put the phone to his ear and listened. He frowned. He picked up the plastic cover which encased the phone he was looking at. A smile split his face.

“The son of a bitch!” he said, smiling still as he disconnected the call. He went to his office, making a few phone calls on the way.
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“GOOD WORK.” Aftab was grinning ear to ear as he waved a sheaf of papers and sat down in front of the younger man. Antony blushed, but in pleasure. Vivek looked puzzled and Ashish was frowning.

There were two others in the room. Karthik had been Aftab’s friend for a long time and had assisted him in many cases. Sekhar was relatively new and it was his first major assignment. 

“I was right then?” Antony asked, eager now. If Vivek was surprised at the enthusiasm of his normally reticent colleague, he did not show it. But Ashish’s scowl had deepened.

“Yes!” Aftab laughed, “You were absolutely right. At least, we are no longer at an impasse!”

“Sir,” Vivek asked a bit hesitantly. “What has happened? Did we get a break?”

“I’m sorry,” Aftab apologized. “In my excitement I forgot to tell you all what happened. Antony had an idea yesterday,” He beamed at the younger man. “He called me and told me that the phone in our custody appeared brand new
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