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Destiny has two ways of crushing us - by refusing our wishes and by fulfilling them.

–Henri Frederic Amiel

To all my friends who think the plot of this book can NEVER come true. May they all be proved correct.
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SRINAGAR 29 MARCH 2022

Shabir Ahmad Kaloo, the editor of The Kashmir Front, stroked his trim Kashmiri beard as he punched furiously on his laptop.  Then with a flourish, he finished his piece: “The PM of India, Are You Listening?”

As he slouched back in his swivelling office chair, Shabir gave his editorial a final once over. 

Looks all right ... enough to give the Indian agencies another sleepless night, he smirked as he scratched his sharp aquiline nose. 

A whiff of air from the open window suddenly blew away some paper from Shabir’s desk, which was, in any case, cluttered with all kinds of reports, newspaper clippings, and files. Instinctively, Shabir bent down to pick those up from the floor. And winced in pain. 

“Bloody hell!” he whimpered, as his fingers also picked up some dirt from the unswept floor. 

Looks like the sweeper has not been coming for quite some time, thanks to the frequent hartals in the city.

Surrounded as it was by all kinds of buildings, Shabir’s office in downtown Srinagar had no natural light. And the musty smell was now all-pervading. That’s why the windows had to be kept open.

Just then, he heard a knock on his door. 

“Come in,” he said.

A tall lanky clean shaven Kashmiri man entered his room.

Shabir looked up. “Ah Khurshid! There you are.”

Khurshid entered the room with a laptop bag. He took a seat facing the editor. 

“Did you manage to get what I’d asked for?” 

“Yes, Sir,” Khurshid said hesitantly. He opened his laptop and showed the pictures to Shabir. 

“I think this one would be appropriate.”

Shabir adjusted his round spectacles that gave him, as he was told, a decidedly intellectual look, and stared intently at the picture of a dead young girl. Her head covered in a scarf, scars all over her face and her eyes closed. Her face—so peaceful. 

“Perfect. Is it from the paar folder?” Shabir asked referring to the stock images sent by the Pakistani agencies from across the border.

“Yes Sir. So, if we use this image, we will get paid extra. But Sir ... just to clarify, this girl is not Kashmiri. She’s probably a Syrian who was killed in an US air strike conducted against the ISIS.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Shabir replied, “the girl looks Kashmiri, and the image fits the editorial I’ve just finished ... So just email the picture to production and you can leave.”

Shabir proof read his editorial once again giving it some final touches. The production then uploaded the article along with the photo of the girl as a front-page editorial.

The editorial’s last few paras read:

“For how long, will you keep on killing us? For how long? Just yesterday, your Indian Army gang raped and mercilessly killed a 16-year-old innocent Kashmiri girl. Her only fault—she was good looking. And, of course, that—she was a Kashmiri. 

Mr. Indian PM, do you know why young men are pelting stones at your army? Want to know the real reason? The reason is, that we’re sick and tired of your farce democrazy, your manipulated elections, your governments imposed from Delhi, a democracy that has no place in the world we are trying to build in Kashmir.

You’ve exploited us since 1947. You have bartered our water and exploited mercilessly our power and mineral resources. And when we raise our voice, you kill our boys and rape our women. Someday, Insha’Allah, you’ll have to pay for this all. 

It’s no longer the fringe, Mr. Indian PM. Every boy and girl on the street is throwing stones at you, and at all your instruments of coercion, loot, and plunder. It’s a revolution. A mass movement. How many will you kill, Mr. Indian PM? 

You have no option but to leave and give us our cherished azaadi.”

As Shabir swivelled back in satisfaction, he experienced another sharp pain on the left side of his abdomen. He winced as he massaged that side of his belly. The pain now radiated to his back. His breathing became laboured. 

The pain had been bothering him for quite some time. And so Shabir had consulted his school friend, Dr. Anil Koul, a nephrologist with Apollo Hospitals, who advised him to rush immediately to Delhi for some advanced tests for his kidneys.  Shabir could have scheduled an appointment in Srinagar in SKIMS (Sher-i-Kashmir Institute of Medical Sciences), but he had no faith in the local doctors. Most were so busy minting money that they had little time to keep up with the latest developments in their respective medical disciplines. 

Funny Anil Koul, Shabir mused, thinking about his friend who was the declared joker of their class because he was always joking! His family too had “migrated” out of the Valley in those turbulent 1990s because of the threats from those Islamist zealots, as they claimed. But Shabir’s belief was that it was that evil Governor Jagmohan who had asked the Kashmiri Pandits to “run away” so that he could have a freer hand crushing the Muslims. Shabir and Anil could never agree on what was the real cause but had remained friends regardless. 

His mobile buzzed. It was Air India.

“Mr. Kaloo, Shabir Ahmad Kaloo?”

As Shabir confirmed, the chirpy female voice on the other end continued, “Sir, we apologise, but your flight for April 1, 2022 on Air India AI 0825 for the Srinagar-Delhi sector has been cancelled for technical reasons.”

Bloody hell! Bloody Air India?!

“Okay, but would you be then making any substitute arrangements?” Shabir asked sharply.

There was silence for a few seconds.

“I’m sorry Sir,” announced the female voice on the other end, “but all our flights are running full. Your payment is being refunded and will be credited within 24 hours to the credit card you used for the booking.” 

There was a sudden rude click at the other end disconnecting the call.

That was no help. But what the hell? What else did you expect from this perpetually bankrupt national carrier? 

So Shabir logged on to his favourite MakeMyTrip site and looked for flights for 1 April. Usually, there were some twenty non-stop flights from Srinagar to Delhi every day. So, he was confident he would be able to find another flight. But funnily, all flights looked fully booked.

Desperate, he tried yatra.com, goibibo.com, cleartrip.com, and then the websites of Jet, Indigo, Go Air, Vistara, SpiceJet, Air Asia—every airline site he could recall. No seats still. He tried via Jammu, via Chandigarh, even via Leh, and then looked for 2nd, 3rd, and 4th April, but the result was infuriatingly the same.

This was crazy. The tourist season was a month away, and still the flights were all packed. 

Unbelievable!

One option was to go to the Srinagar Airport that day and try finding a seat on any airline that was flying out. But in the security-crazy airport area that wasn’t so easy. You had to have a valid ticket before you could enter the area. But how can you have a valid ticket if the airlines were not offering any? 

The only way to short-circuit the security, Shabir knew, was to declare you were going to receive someone. But for that too, you needed an official vehicle. Or an authorised travel agent who could give you a lift.

Anyway. These were the only two options Shabir could think of, and so, after a few calls, the influential editor of the Kashmir Front managed to locate the driver of an IAS officer who was going to the airport on that day to pickup his boss.

*****
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CAME THE D-DAY, AND surprisingly Shabir could make it to the arrival area of the Srinagar Airport with no hiccups. The glass building with its sharply sloping roofs was designed to look like snow covered Himalayas. But to Shabir, the airport looked more like a bunker. A reminder of India’s colonisation of Kashmir.

He thanked the driver profusely and rang up his contact in the security who escorted him to the airline ticket counters OUTSIDE the terminal building.

“This is the maximum I can do Shabir Saheb,” the police man told him. “You have to have a ticket now for entering the departure area.”

Fortunately, there were no queues at the counters. But that was a no brainer. 

There were no queues because there were still no vacant seats on any airline. 

Meanwhile, flights circled overhead and kept on landing. Passengers kept on arriving in droves on all kinds of vehicles and kept on getting inside the building. 

It was almost after half-an-hour of waiting that Shabir could observe an interesting phenomenon. The passengers flying out all appeared to be non-Kashmiris. Most were in uniform, from the army or BSF, CRPF, or any of the other tens of para-military outfits posted in the Valley.

But strangely, all the flights that were landing in were only disgorging Kashmiris—men, women, children, all looking quite flustered. There were no Indian or foreign tourists at all. 

After observing for an hour, Shabir couldn’t control himself and approached an arriving family—seemed like husband, wife, son, and daughter.

“Bhai Saheb, is everything all right,” he asked.

The man and his wife and children exchanged glances. 

“How the hell do we know?” the man exploded.

Shabir slunk back, shocked, and speechless.

Fifteen minutes later, he approached a departing man in uniform, “Sirji, are you flying out today?”

“Obviously I am. But why are you asking? Aren’t you a Kashmiri?” 

“Yes, why?” 

“Then you should be happy you’ve got what you’ve been asking for,” he said. And then looking at Shabir’s quizzical face added, “your blasted Azaadi, what else? So, enjoy your freedom now. And don’t bother to come to India. Ever.”
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SHOPIAN 1 JANUARY 2020 

The army convoy was passing through the sleepy town of Shopian in Kashmir when a mob charged in and isolated a truck. The crowd began building up as it surrounded the truck from all sides.

Hundreds of people marched towards the vehicle. Mostly in their late teens or early twenties. Wearing a green band around their heads. Their faces covered. They chanted slogans. Hum kya chahe? Azaadi. Azaadi ka matlab kya? La-illahah ill-lallah. Naray-e-taqbir-allahu-akbar. What we want is freedom. Freedom meaning the rule of Allah. Long live the revolution. God is great.

The crowd began throwing stones which hit the truck like little missiles.

Major Uday Verman’s blood pressure was rising as he watched the scene unfold. His colleague Captain Ismail Multani also of the 10th Garhwal Rifles took out his mobile phone and began recording the incident. Wireless sets were crackling in every truck with soldiers seeking permission to disembark and come to the rescue of the stranded truck.

“No,” Major Verman kept on repeating, “how will you fight this crowd? We have no batons or shield or any riot-police gear.”

“Sir, permission to fire in the air then?” Captain Multani requested.

“Granted.”

One soldier moved forwards and fired in the air. Some startled pigeons flew out from the tinned rooftops. But the crowd hesitated only for a moment as they figured out where the shot was aimed at. Then again, they kept moving closer to the truck.

“Fire another round,” Major Verman ordered.

Another shot was fired in the air. But the mob kept pelting stones. A stone hit a soldier’s jaw and he let out a shriek and tumbled backwards. Blood dripped from his jaw as he spat out a broken tooth. Another stone hit a soldier’s left eye. Nothing much remained of that eye. Just blood and a big round black scar.

The crowd was now putting logs and twigs under the truck to set it on fire.

“The crowd is relentless. Sir, we can’t wait,” Captain Multani implored.

Major Verman closed his eyes for a second. He hated doing this. But they were running out of options. 

“Yes Captain, enough is enough. I cannot let any more of my boys get injured. Fire, but aim at the lower portions, if possible.”

“Yes, Sir.”

As the soldiers opened fire at the crowd, the mob ran in the opposite direction creating a stampede. People screamed and shouted. The streets deserted soon leaving behind mounds of stones and slippers. The news reported two dead in the incident—identified as a 20-year-old Naveed Ahmad Bhat and 24-year-old Ibrahim Ghani Lone. Twenty were injured, some critically.

***
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CM HASINA ITTOO SAT in her office watching the TV where a hyper-ventilating Kashmiri anchor was narrating how the Indian Army had gone berserk in Shopian. A woman in her mid-50s, she had covered her head in a scarf in the classic Islamic style, even when she was indoors. The Director General of Police (DGP) Suresh Goyal stood in front of her.

“DGP Saheb, what’s this all?” Anger clearly in her tone.

“Yes Madam ... two people are dead as per the latest report,” said Suresh sheepishly, as if it was all his fault.

“What? How dare they kill our children? Are they running the government or we are?”

“The army says they fired in self-defence. Otherwise they’d have all been lynched and burnt.”

“That’s nonsense,” CM Ittoo screamed. “They fired indiscriminately at so many people. They’re bloody murderers. How can we sit watching so many innocent Kashmiris losing their lives like this?”

“Madam,” Suresh said. “The crowd was throwing stones at the convoy—”

“So that justifies the use of bullets? Huh? Is that what you’re saying? Bullets for stones. Since when we have started firing on peaceful protesters? Do logon ki jaane chali gayi aur aap mujhe yeh safaayi de rahein hain.” Two people have lost their lives, and this is the explanation you come up with?

CM Ittoo pushed the files aside on her table and swivelled in her chair. There was dead silence in the room. She then turned towards Suresh. “So, what’s next?”

“Madam, we’ve arrested a few culprits who were throwing stones at the convoy.”

“What? How dare you?” CM Ittoo pounded her fist on the table. “Suresh, how many times have I told you to show restraint? They’re just children who have misbehaved somewhat. RELEASE THEM NOW. And ...” She paused. “One more thing. File a FIR (First Information Report) against the army. And that Major ... What’s his name?”

“Major Uday Verman,” Suresh said not liking the whole thing even one bit.

CM Ittoo shook her head in a typical Kashmiri way. “Yes, that fellow. Book him for murder and attempt to murder ... and whatever sections you can think of. Throw the whole book at him.”

Suresh’s jaw remained open. “Madam, this has never been done before.”

“DGP Saheb,” CM Ittoo said firmly. Agar aap kam nahin kar sakte hain, toh bata deejiye. If you cannot do the work, then let me know.

Suresh closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Your orders will be carried out, Madam.”

***
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LT. COL. (RETIRED) Karan Verman, Major Uday Verman’s father, moved the Supreme Court with a petition to quash the FIR. My son did nothing wrong. The mob was violent. Two of his colleagues were injured critically. Had he not ordered the firing, they would have all been lynched. Just as DSP Mohammad Ayub Pandith was lynched on June 23, 2017 outside a Srinagar mosque.

The petition also claimed that the FIR would demoralise the armed forces.

The Supreme Court directed the Jammu & Kashmir Government to explain why the FIR registered against the army should not be quashed. The case is yet to be decided.

***
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THE FIR WAS A BIG NEWS nationally. Journalists lined outside CM Ittoo’s office to get her “sound bite.” When she came out, the reporters surrounded her pushing one mike after the other.

“Madam,” one reporter said. “Major Uday Verman’s father has filed a petition in the Supreme Court. He says the FIR would demoralise the army. What do you have to say?”

Adjusting her huge dark glasses, CM Ittoo shook her head, and tried to look sad. “A single FIR cannot demoralise our great army ... I don’t buy this. Army is an institution which on the whole has done a great job defending us from external aggressors. But there can be a few black sheep anywhere, in any institution, big or small, good or bad ... who exceed their brief, and it is our duty to identify and punish them.”

With that, CM Ittoo got inside her car and shut the door. The car moved and picked up speed leaving everyone behind.
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NEW DELHI 1 JANUARY 2020

Prime Minister Chiman Bhai Patel grimaced as he switched off the TV after watching J&K CM giving her “bite” at the FIR issue. This lady is so fickle.

Last time when she was pulled up by the Government of India for defending some stone-pelters who were hurt by pellet guns, she had turned around and asked in her press conference. “Bachche wahan kya karne gayen the? Koi dood thode na kharred rahen the?” What were the children doing there (in the mob when they got hurt in police action)? They hadn’t gone there to buy milk for sure?

But at the same time, she had implemented a policy whereby the family members of slain Islamist terrorists were awarded compensation by the Government of India. Her logic: When soldiers die, their families are given compensation. Why shouldn’t the same logic apply to terrorists? After all, their family members weren’t at fault. Then why should they be punished?

There is no option but to go ahead with the Operation. 

He returned to the open file of “shortlisted officers” that he was going through before the TV had distracted him. Chiman Bhai was in his second five-year term as the Prime Minister of India and his party—Bharatiya Independent Party or the BIP—ruled in almost twenty-five out of twenty-nine states. His white beard and round frameless glasses gave him a Zen master like appearance, which his detractors considered phony, but which his followers adored.

When his eyes got tired, he took a moment to admire the geometric designs of the red carpet, the wood-panelled walls, the 150-year-old chandelier and the colonial arches of his classy office that were so reminiscent of British India. 

Prime Minister Chiman Bhai Patel had always been in the news for all the wrong reasons. And right reasons. He was known for ramming through “unpopular” decisions if he thought they were right for the country. And the opposition was always at his throat. He had been called names ranging from Hitler to a mass murderer to a psychopath to even impotent! But the poor and the downtrodden of the country apparently couldn’t care less and so, he was voted to power for the second time with a thumping majority.

Now he was working on a special mission—the mission which he didn’t have the mandate to push through in his first term. The mission which would free Rupees 100,000 crores of India’s tax payers’ money. For India’s development. 

He glanced through the CV of Major General GS Sandhu. Recommended by the Army Chief for the post of GOC (General Officer Commanding) 15 Corps, Srinagar. As a young officer, General Sandhu had served in 1999 in the Kargil war. Internationally, he had headed the UN Peace-keeping missions in Somalia, Yemen, Croatia, and Iraq. In Jammu & Kashmir, he had served all the three regions—Ladakh, Kashmir, and Jammu. On top of that, he had spent a decade successfully leading many counter-terror operations in the Kashmir Valley. So, he was both battle hardened and well versed with the Jihadi mindset.

The IB (Intelligence Bureau) report in its “pen picture” had concluded, “General Sandhu is a sensitive officer who knows how to balance his fierce sense of nationalism, with the exigencies on the ground. He is also one of those rare military officers who has no problem co-ordinating with his civilian counterparts in executing any task that is assigned to him.”

PM Patel flicked through the pages of the bio-data of the other two shortlisted army officers. To him, they all looked competent, but yes, General Sandhu did appear to have served for almost 10 years in J&K. So, no doubt, he was the most experienced for any J&K operation.

The PM’s eyes lingered a little more on the colour photograph of General Sandhu. As a fiercely proud Sikh stared back at him, the PM closed his eyes and contemplated for a moment. His gut feeling was that he could count on this officer to deliver what he wanted. Exactly.

The PM’s reverie was broken as he heard a knock on the door. The orderly ushered in Sanjeev Choudhary, the Cabinet Secretary. Sanjeev was nearly six feet tall and six feet wide, as his colleagues joked. Even a little movement could make him huff and puff. And sweat profusely, even in Delhi winters. Covering a distance from the door to the PM’s desk was like moving from Kashmir to Kanyakumari that is from one end of India to the other. 

“Come in Sanjeev. Have a seat.”

Sanjeev grabbed one and sat down gasping for breath. He took out a handkerchief and wiped his forehead. 

“Some water?” The PM pushed a glass of water towards him.

“Oh! Thank you, Sir.” Sanjeev gulped down the whole glass in one go. He placed the glass on the table and exhaled deeply.

“Okay,” the PM said, “I’ve seen the list for GOC 15 Corps. Who is next?”

The CabSec turned the pages, “Sir, we next have the list of officers who will be handling the Air Force, CRPF, BSF, ITBP, SSB, IB, and R&AW operations ....”

“No,” the PM held up his hand to stop the barrage of information which could have sure overloaded his systems.

“I’d leave these decisions to their respective heads. But I’d like to focus on two positions—the Governor, and the Chief Secretary. Do we have a short-list ready?”

“Sir, for the Governor,” Sanjeev explained, “I have had a small discussion with the Honourable Home Minister. And we have made a panel of three names for your consideration.”

“And who are they?” 

“Sir, first is an army officer. In fact, we’re recommending the current Army Chief General Hussain. He’s retiring next year. General Hussain is a thorough professional. Like General Sandhu, he knows J&K like the back of his hand. He’s an Indian first, and a Muslim later. But ... as a Muslim, he could be more acceptable in the Valley which is now, as we know, 99.9% Muslim.”

“No!” the PM’s voice was uncharacteristically sharp. “This is not exactly an army operation. Governor J&K is also the statutory head of Shri Mata Vaishno Devi and Amarnathji Shrine Boards. For a Muslim, it could be a little dicey. I’d rather prefer a Hindu and a civilian for this project.”

“In that case, Sir, we’re suggesting Shri MS Balasubramanian.  Lawyer, social activist, politician, Harvard professor, and even an ex-CM of Tamil Nadu. He’s very knowledgeable on matters concerning J&K. He’s also an authority on Islam and Islamic terrorism. I think you know him very well, Sir.” 

“Yes,” the PM nodded. “I know Bala very well. He’s brilliant no doubt. But he’s also an unguided missile. If we send him to J&K, he’ll be bound to pursue his own agenda. Sooner than later. And then who’ll rein him in?”

“You have a point, Sir. In that case may I suggest some retired IAS officer?” And Sanjeev proceeded to pull out three more CVs.

The PM flicked through the pages but was not focussed. His mind wandered. Just the previous night he had finished reading a brilliant memoir of an IAS officer of J&K cadre. 

“Sanjeev?” 

“Yes Sir?”

“Have you read that book? What is it called ... er ... The Outsider’s Curse?”

“Oh, yes Sir, I have ... as most IAS officers would have. The book focuses on the problems that AIS (All-India Service) officers go through while serving J&K. Like they can’t buy property, educate their children in medical or engineering colleges, vote in elections—”

“No,” interrupted the PM, “I don’t want your views about those deprivations, which are all there, no doubt. What I wanted to know is... what do you think of this officer who has written that book?”

“Monali Kumar?!” Sanjeev’s jaw remained open in surprise, bordering on horror.

The PM frowned. “What’s the matter?”

“Sir,” Sanjeev answered. “I know Madam Monali Kumar very well. She was three years senior to me. And we used to meet regularly during the informal lunch club ... in Shastri Bhavan ... when we were both in the HRD (Human Resource Development) Ministry.” Sanjeev looked up at the white ceiling trying to figure when he had met her last. “In the early 1990s I think.”

PM Patel was quiet as he stared at Sanjeev with his Zen looks. The silence in the room was deafening. PM sensed that Sanjeev was speaking a lot without saying much. Sanjeev looked here and there not knowing what to say next. 

“So?” the PM asked.

“Monaliji was very popular. Friendly with everyone—from the lowly peons to the high-flying secretaries. But...” Sanjeev stopped as his eyes widened. “Sir, you are NOT considering her for the post of Governor J&K, are you?”

“Why? Do you have any objections?” 

“No, Sir,” Sanjeev clarified. His tone indicated otherwise. That was the great thing about Sanjeev—his uncanny ability to fathom what his bosses wanted and to deliver that—exactly. That’s why, regimes came and went but Sanjeev remained the darling of every one. Graduating from being the private secretary to insignificant Ministers of State, to private secretary of powerful cabinet ministers, to principal secretary to corrupt and whimsical chief ministers, to secretary to hide-bound Governors, and now he was the all-powerful Cabinet Secretary.

“Integrity wise,” Sanjeev was continuing, “no one can lift a little finger at her. Nationalist, she’s hard-core. Kashmir, being a J&K cadre officer, she knows very well. The problem is—she knows J&K just too well. That’s why, we generally send Governors who are complete outsiders to that state. But in case of Madam Monali ....”

“She’s an insider, despite being an outsider,” the PM exclaimed. “I quite like that.”

“But ... Sir, there is a problem.”

The PM frowned. “And what is that?”

“Sir ...” Sanjeev took a long pause. “She’s very opinionated ...” He was looking for a more appropriate diplomatic word to describe her, but this was all he could come up with. 

“She has a mind of her own. And when she takes a decision, she doesn’t back down. When she was serving J&K, she took some so-called unpopular decisions that didn’t go down well with the then J&K Government. May I suggest—”

“No, don’t bother, because that’s exactly the kind of officer I need,” the PM interrupted. “By the way, where is this officer nowadays?”

“Sir, to the best of my knowledge, she has after retirement settled down in Greater Noida, in a colony of government officers. She was contacted for some post-retirement sinecures, but she flatly refused. She said she didn’t want to be a ghulam (slave) any more. Her passion nowadays, I’m told, is writing short-stories on Kashmir on the Outsider theme. And looking after the affairs of the small co-operative housing society she stays in.”

“I’d like to meet her,” the PM desired. “Could you please organise that?”

“Sure Sir.” Hesitation in Sanjeev’s tone.

“That’ll be all for today. Let’s meet Monaliji first.”

Sanjeev got up. He tried to bow but his paunch came in the way. Still, he bowed slightly and uncomfortably, and left.
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GREATER NOIDA 4 JANUARY 2020 

It was a bitterly cold Saturday morning. There were hardly any morning walkers in the community park of Sector Omega-I of Greater Noida. The few who were there, were startled by a loud roaring sound. The sound of a chopper flying too low. Or something like that.

A huge Mi-17 helicopter of the Indian Air Force with a bull’s eye painted on both its sides broke out of the slightly overcast skies and swooped down on the sports ground adjoining the community park. But instead of landing, it just touched the ground and took off again. 

The sight scared the walkers who scattered in different directions, bewildered. 

“Ground sanitised .... Landing cleared,” the pilot shouted.

“Roger, Victor Charlie 213, landing in two minutes,” the pilot of the other Mi-17 replied.

In no time, another Mi-17 appeared over the sports ground. Soon it was hovering twenty feet above the playground and then it slowly descended and made contact with the brown grassless ground.

As commandos in black dress pushed the UP policemen back to secure the helicopter, the rotors stopped. A door opened and a step-down ladder was placed out.

Four persons got down and immediately got into two gleaming black 7-series BMWs. Another BMW escorted these vehicles in the front and yet another followed them in the rear. Once outside the sports ground, an UP Police Toyota Innova escorted the motorcade to its destination. A government ambulance waiting on the roadside brought up the rear.

***
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MONALI KUMAR HAD JUST returned from her morning walk and was taking off her walking shoes. She checked the Fitbit watch on her wrist and was pleased to find that she had just reached her goal of 10,000 steps. As usual. Fantastic! A smile creased her lips as she quietly congratulated herself. There had not been even a single day when she couldn’t complete her task of walking at least 10,000 steps. Most of the time, it actually hovered around 20,000.

That was when she heard some vehicles driving in and screeching to a stop. Which broke her reverie. What the hell was that?!

Curious, she peeped out of her bay window. And saw the incongruous sight of—as many as four bulletproof BMWs—stopping right in front of her house. Two policemen had already alighted from a Toyota Innova and were running to open the gate—the gate to her house.

What do these guys want?! Monali thought as the doorbell rang. 

As she opened the main door of her house, she gasped. It was the PM’s motorcade. The same motorcade composed of those gleaming $1.5 million BMW 7-series 760 Li which she had seen so many times in J&K. The cars were reportedly bullet-proofed in the BMW factory itself in Germany and could withstand AK-47 attacks which the J&K bullet-proofed vehicles couldn’t. 

And there was Shri Chiman Bhai Patel, the PM, in flesh, getting out of the second BMW and heading straight to her house. As usual, the PM was dressed well in a starched Jodhpur bandgulla suit. 

And was that tall bald man, Mr. Sapru, the Home Minister, on his right? And who was that fat man barely able to walk? Sanjeev, the Cabinet Secretary?

“Monaliji, Namaskar. Sorry to disturb you so early in the morning. But can you spare us five-minutes?” the PM asked.

“S-Sir. D-Do come in, please. What a pleasant surprise, and a great honour this is. I hope everything is all right. But why did you bother, Sir? You could have asked me to come over.” 

The PM sighed. “I tried, Monaliji, but your phone was switched off, I was told.” The PM looked at Sanjeev.

“I think it is still switched off, Sir. As it usually is from 10 pm to 10 am. Isn’t it Madam?” Sanjeev said, with a mischievous smile creasing his lips.

“Oh, come on Sanjeev,” Monali protested as she ushered them to her drawing room. “There could be a hundred other ways to reach me.”

“Madam, I sent you a text message too. But that was after 10 pm yesterday, I suppose. So, you’ll see that whenever you switch on your mobile today. I then sent you a message through your colony’s security guards.”

Monali put a hand on her mouth to stop the exclamation of horror that was about to escape her lips. She remembered the guard who had come to her house last night with a message that the PM wanted to talk to her on such-and-such number. That the message had come from some cabinet secretary. And she had thought that was a prank and asked him to buzz off!

“Any way, Monaliji, forget all that,” the PM interrupted. “We are here about a mission that couldn’t wait.”

Monali was speechless.

“But first, let me commend you on your book—The Outsider’s Curse ... that I finished yesterday. The book has opened my eyes about the happenings in J&K... which, to be frank, I had very little clue about.” The PM then turned towards Sapru. “Sapruji, you should also read that book when you’ve some time.” 

“Thank you, Sir. Thank you for your kind words,” Monali could only muster this much.

Just then, Bagheera, the old Ladakhi mongrel, sauntered in to investigate and started sniffing everyone’s shoes.

“I hope he doesn’t bite,” a wary Sapru remarked.

“No Sir,” Monali smiled. “Ladakhis only bite Kashmiris, not Indians.”

Every one guffawed.

“So Sapru Saheb, you have to decide whether you’re an Indian or a Kashmiri,” the PM chuckled. He then turned towards Monali. 

“Monaliji, the mission we’re bothering you is connected to the theme of your memoir. That insider-outsider problem. That we’d like to sort out for once. And for all. With your help, of course.”

“My help? I don’t understand. What exactly do you want from me, Sir?” 

The Prime Minister was silent for a moment as he stared at the ceiling. Then he dropped the bombshell. “I want you to go to J&K to help carry out a very important task.”

“Go to J&K?!” Alarm clearly in Monali’s voice. “And do that dreaded 6-monthly Durbar Move again? That I have ranted so much against in my memoir?” She paused. “No, Sir, thank you so much.” 

“Monaliji?! Let me complete my offer,” the PM sighed. “I want you to go to J&K ... in national interest ... as Governor to help carry out a very important Operation that we’re working on. And who said anything about Durbar Move?” 

Monali was stumped for a moment. “The Governor of J&K?” 

“Monaliji, I have to rush back. So, what I’ll do is leave Sanjeev behind ... who’ll explain everything about this Operation ... where after I hope you will agree to spearhead that mission in national interest. Thank you so much for seeing us at this unearthly hour.” The PM got up and folded his hands.

Monali also got up and folded her hands.

“Come on Sapruji, let’s move. Namaskar Monaliji, phir milenge. See you soon.”

As Monali saw the PM and the Home Minister off, the BMWs roared to life and the motorcade sped to the sports ground. Within minutes, the Mi-17s were up in the air and flying towards Delhi to the Safdarjung Airport.
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THE CABINET MEETING, New Delhi 8 January 2020 

Defence Minister Naidu was snoring in his bed when the villain woke him up with a start. Yes, the villain—the RAX (Rural Automatic Exchange, as it was originally called) placed on the bedside table ringing incessantly. The digital clock on that secure intercom instrument showed 0145 hrs.

Has war broken out somewhere? Naidu wondered, as he lifted the hand set and said, “Haloooo ....” 

“Sorry to bother you, Sir. This is TSR from the PMO (Prime Minister’s Office).” 

There was no mistaking the voice of TS Ramakrishnan, the trusted aide of the PM from the Gujarat cadre of the IAS.

“Yes, Ramki, what’s it?” Naidu was now fully awake.

“Sir, the Honourable PM wants to see you at 0230 hrs. Now,” TSR said without offering even a hint of an apology.

“Okkay, I’ll be there,” Naidu replied in his thick Telugu accent and got up to wear something more decent.

At 0225 hrs, Naidu had reached 1, Race Course Road, sorry the Lok Kalyan Road, the official residence of the Prime Minister of India. There appeared to be a mini traffic jam ahead. 

At this godforsaken hour? Naidu shook his head in disbelief.

Then he realised that all those vehicles were turning towards the PM’s residence. Once inside the gates, and after they had gone through the full-body scanner, the vehicles started stopping at the reception. The first to alight was Mr. Sapru, the Home Minister. With him was Mr. Daniel, the National Security Adviser (NSA). Next was Mr. Birla, the Finance Minister. Naidu was the third Cabinet Minister to alight.

After a cursory walk through the door-frame metal detector, where polite security staff collected his mobile, Naidu was ushered in to the PM’s Conference Room. He was still half asleep and walked like a moving corpse.

The room was almost half full. The three service chiefs—of the Army, Air Force, and Navy were already there. The Director Generals (DGs) of the BSF (Border Security Force), CRPF (Central Reserve Police Force), CISF (Central Industrial Security Force), and ITBP (Indo-Tibetan Border Police) were also in attendance. The Cabinet Secretary, Foreign Secretary, Defence Secretary, Finance Secretary, and the Home Secretary had already taken their seats. 

Naidu nodded at the senior officers and his cabinet colleagues and moved to take the seat on the right-hand side of the Prime Minister where his name plate was placed. He was rubbing his eyes that were still red from a lack of sleep.

Exactly at 0231 hrs, the PM entered the room. As everyone got up to greet, the PM motioned them to sit down. Switching off the mike in front of his seat, as his booming voice needed no boost, the PM addressed the gathering.

“Friends, I’m sorry to have dragged you out so early on a winter morning. But this couldn’t wait ... It’s time we launched Operation Load shedding.”

There was pin-drop silence in the room, but the shock at the faces of the participants was telling. 

“The decision was made last year, as you all know. But the timing of the launch was to be firmed up. And we have decided that to be 1 April 2022—about two years or rather twenty-six months from now. So, let the countdown begin,” the PM said. The lack of emotion in his voice was startling. 

“Today will be the last and final opportunity to discuss all implications,” the PM continued, “So, please feel free to voice your doubts, apprehensions, misgivings, objections ....

“There are some new faces today who were not there when we had first discussed this Operation last year. So, let me start with them first.”

The PM turned towards General Hussain. “General Saheb, have you acquainted yourself with the operational details of what I’m talking about?”

“Yes Sir,” General Hussain answered. As the first Muslim Chief in the history of independent India, Hussain knew how careful he had to be in his handling of this ultra-sensitive matter.

“Very well,” the PM nodded. “Let’s then understand the Operation from the army’s point of view.”

“Sir, as I understand, Indian Army’s brief is to retreat with minimum casualties and disruption—” 

“No!” the PM interrupted. General Hussain paused and wondered what he’d said wrong.

“Not with minimum casualties, General,” the PM said. “But with NIL casualties.” 

“Right Sir, nil casualties.” General Hussain quickly regained his composure. “May I now present the full case?” 

As the PM nodded, General Hussain used the remote to switch on the main 65-inch TV screen, flanked with one 50-inch screen each on either side of the round table. 

As one PowerPoint slide followed another, the gathering watched intently. The slides started with the D-day and followed backwards to D-day minus 900 days. So, the army wanted almost three years to complete the Operation.

As the PM looked quizzically at the General, the Chief entered 1 April 2022 as the D-day on his tablet, and the software adjusted all completion dates accordingly. Formation by formation, base by base, the steps were outlined in excruciating detail.

“Good,” the PM nodded. “Any questions?”

As he looked around, a hand went up. It was Mr. Birla, the Finance Minister.

“General Saheb, I just wanted to know the financial implications of the entire exercise. Will we save money? Which is more or less the objective for this entire Operation, isn’t it? Or will we be out-of-pocket somewhat? Because then I’ve to provide for that deficit in the budget.”

“Good point, Birla Saheb,” the PM nodded and invited the General to explain.

“Sir, our current strength in the Kashmir Valley hovers around 100,000 boots on the ground. Transporting them in the three-month period from 1 January to 31 March 2022 will be a logistical nightmare. But in financial terms, the Operation will be a bonanza. As we’ll no longer be transporting supplies for so many soldiers so far away from our stores in the plains.

“We also don’t own any land in the Valley. But instead pay a lease rent to the state government to the tune of Rs. 40 crores annually. That will be an immediate saving, I suppose.

“Where we’ll lose out will be the structures we leave behind. You know, the residential quarters, messes, auditoriums, golf courses, exercise tracks, field artillery ranges, and so on. If we could be compensated somewhat for those facilities ...” 

“That has been taken care of,” the Finance Minister explained. “We have to compute the present value of all these facilities and compensate the army by appropriating the J&K Government properties elsewhere in the country.”

“That will be great, Sir,” General Hussain said and disconnected the Bluetooth on his tablet.

The screen turned blank for a moment. Immediately, the approved Government of India screen-saver of the Indian flag fluttering in the wind started playing on the monitors.

“Should we have the Air Force next?” The PM looked at Air Chief Marshal Pintoo Masani, who started setting up his presentation.

Just then, the PM sensed something and turned to General Hussain. “General Saheb, is there something else bothering you?”

“Actually ... yes, Sir.” General Hussain sounded hesitant.

“And ... what is it?”

“Sir, we’re here to carry out your orders, regardless of the costs and hardships. We also know how firm you’re in your convictions.”

The PM nodded but said nothing.

“I was thinking ... even if there be a 1% chance of the army ever being sent back to the Valley, after the D-day, we’ll be in a serious mess.”

“Tell me more, General Saheb.”

“Once we abandon our bunkers and all our defensive positions, it’ll be virtually impossible to capture them back.”

The PM said nothing.

“We’ll then be monitoring the situation through our drones and satellites, from the skies, just as the Americans do in Afghanistan. The implications of putting back any soldiers on the ground will be horrendous to even contemplate.” 

“Thank you, General Saheb.” The PM didn’t bother to answer any of the General’s doubts. He then turned towards the Air Chief. “Chief Masani, are you ready?”

“Yes Sir,” Masani answered and clicked on his tablet to start his presentation.
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SRINAGAR 8 JANUARY 2020 

The Court of the Financial Commissioner (Revenue), or FC (R), had just been called to order. Raj Verma, the FC (R), was in the “chair,” which was placed in front of a massive table. That was flanked on both sides by two chairs each accommodating the three readers, and Raj’s personal secretary. The whole setup was put on a platform about two feet higher than the rest of the wood-panelled courtroom keeping in with the majesty of this highest revenue court of J&K.

Raj experienced butterflies in his stomach. He had never been a judge before and didn’t know what he was expected to do. Although he was a Punjabi, in J&K, he was more or less considered a Madrasi as he was somewhat dark complexioned. He had reached the highest pay grade of his service, of a financial commissioner in the state government, which was equal to a Secretary in the Government of India. Age-wise, he was in his mid-50s but looked much younger as if he were in his early 40s. He adjusted his spectacles and prepared himself for the hearing.

“Ahmed Bhat vs. Nazir Gojri,” the Reader, a revenue official in the rank of Naib-Tehsildar, shouted. He was called the Reader because his main job was to read the revenue records which were all maintained in Urdu, in Persian script, in such bad handwriting that only an experienced reader could make any sense out of them! 

Everyone looked here and there, but no one approached the bench.

“Next,” Raj Verma nodded. 

“Manjoor Kumar vs. Mehjoor Kumar,” the Reader announced.

“Present Sir,”said Haji Abdul Raouf, the veteran revenue lawyer, a thin gawky man with a flowing white beard and moustache, as he moved to the left of the bench. He was called Haji because he had successfully performed the Muslim holy pilgrimage of Haj in Saudi Arabia.

“I’m representing the defendant,” announced Nazir Ahmed, the President of the Revenue Bar Association, and moved to the right. Nazir was the exact opposite of Haji. Overweight and bulky, he walked aggressively as if he were bracing up for a bull fight.

“Haji Saheb, please start,” Raj said.

“Your Lordship,” Haji started, as Raj winced involuntarily at the archaic colonial address. “Your Honour,” Haji immediately corrected himself, “it’s a very simple case. My father passed away in 2018, leaving behind me, his son, and three daughters.”

Raj blinked for a second as he thought of commiserating with Haji Saheb for his loss. He stopped just in time as his reader whispered that when Haji Saheb said his father had died, he actually meant that his client’s father had passed away! 

What?! Raj wondered. He knew lawyers were supposed to “represent” their clients. But in this court, the lawyers appeared to represent their clients “literally.” His mind wandered to many legal thrillers of John Grisham and court room trials in movies he had read or watched. But nowhere could he remember lawyers referring to their clients’ stories as their own. Who started this tradition in J&K then?!

“Fortunately, my father Ghaffar had left a will,” Haji Saheb continued, “that desired that I, his son, be his legal hair ... in possession of all his property in village Kanihama measuring 30 kanals and 5 marlas. A probated copy of the will is attached with my petition requesting that my father’s land be now mutated in my favour.”

Raj winced at the typical Kashmiri pronunciation of heir as hair, but he let that pass and asked,

“What’s the dispute then?” 

“Sir, the dispute is,” Nazir Ahmed the lawyer for the opposite side intervened, “that Manjoor Kumar, Haji Saheb’s client, is NOT the real son of Ghaffar but an adopted son. And adoption is considered illegal under the J&K Muslim Personal Law (Shariat) Application Act, 2007.”

“Your Honour, I was adopted some 40 years back, by my father in 1980, which is 27 years before the Shariat Act was passed in J&K. How can you then apply a law retrospectively to my disadvantage?” Haji Saheb argued.

“Sir, as a Muslim we are all bound by Shariat, from the time of the Holy Prophet, may peace be upon him,” Nazir Ahmed said, “and that forbids the pagan practice of adoption. We all know that. Therefore, Manjoor Kumar is not entitled to anything. Instead the estate has to evolve on other surviving male hairs, and my client being the younger brother of the deceased Ghaffar has the most legitimate claim in the matter.” 

“Your Honour,” Haji Saheb argued, “this is not fair. 40 years back, when my father adopted me, no one raised any objection in terms of Shariat or whatever. For 40 long years, I’ve tilled the land with my own hands and raised a lovely apple orchard with my own sweat and blood.  I married off my three sisters to decent families. I looked after my father in his old age when he was ill and bed-ridden for almost two years. And finally, I made all the funeral arrangements when he left this world for his appointment with the almighty. All this while my uncle raised no objection. Now that my father is no more, my uncle’s greed recognises no human boundaries. And he has come up with this utterly vile and mischievous claim that needs to be thrown out of the window.”

Raj was bewildered. Haji Saheb had a point. But only in moral terms. Now that J&K had a formal Shariat Act, there was no way he, a Hindu judge, could disregard that. He needed to mull things over, coolly.

“The court is adjourned for 30 minutes,” Raj announced. “We’ll meet at 1230 when I shall announce my decision.”

As Parvez, his burly PSO (Personal Security Officer), parted the crowds, Raj followed by his two readers and his personal secretary made the way to his wood-panelled office room on the first floor of the revenue complex. The view from the window, of the river Jhelum languorously winding its way through downtown Srinagar, was so much more soothing than the one from the dingy, no-view, court room below. 

“Show me the Shariat Act please,” Raj asked his senior-most reader who promptly produced the Bare Act.

The other reader meanwhile opened the expert commentary on the Shariat Act and was holding up the debate on adoption. There was no doubt that adoption was illegal for Muslims under the Shariat.

“Sir, this is a cut-and-dry case,” the senior reader suggested. “We have no option but to rule against Haji Saheb’s client.”

Raj was silent. Oh no! Not another controversy?!

All the memories came flooding back at once. Of the infamous Amarnath controversy... of some twelve years back in 2008. It was an election year. And all political parties and separatist leaders in Kashmir had ganged up against this annual pilgrimage to the Holy Shrine of Amarnath. The reasons they quoted were many. Pollution being the biggest. Deforestation, second. And above all, the cultural onslaught on the Kashmiri Muslim identity.

General Sinha (who was the Governor of J&K, and also the ex officio Chairman of the Amarnath Shrine Board) had ordered Raj (as the CEO of that Board) to hold a press conference and clarify matters. 

Raj had tried to do exactly that. He remembered the press conference as vividly as if it was held only yesterday. “It’s nonsense to see pollution in terms of Hindu or Muslim pollution,” he remembered having said. “Okay... fine... some 400,000 tourists and pilgrims may be said to cause pollution for two months. But what about the pollution caused by the five million locals who stay all year around? Who pollutes the Dal Lake? Who cuts trees for making houses? And who lets raw sewage flow to our water bodies? Not tourists or pilgrims, I’m sure.”

Raj had tried to apply logic, to engage in an impartial debate, to implore prevailing of common sense. But everything had backfired. He was accused by political parties of making intemperate remarks. And stoking communal sentiments. There were marches and protests in the Kashmir Valley.

There was an equally vehement reaction in Jammu. Shops remained closed for two months to enforce a virtual blockade on the movement of goods to Kashmir. 

Raj was removed from his assignment and had to face an enquiry about his vitriolic comments. It was, in short, a royal mess all-around which lasted till the state elections were held and a new political dispensation came to power.

The present case about adoption too appeared to have the seeds of another such huge controversy. 

What should I do? Raj wondered. Follow the letter of the law? Or its spirit? Apply justice blindly? Or do so compassionately? Listen to the heart? Or to the head.... 

The senior reader had an inkling of what Raj was thinking and opened his mouth to protest. But Raj held up his hand to silence him. “I’ve made up my mind. Let’s go to the court.”

As Raj entered the court room, everyone got up. Raj took up his seat. “I’m ruling in this case Manjoor Kumar vs. Mehjoor Kumar. And—my decision is that Mehjoor Kumar’s case be dismissed.”

“Sir,” Nazir Ahmed the lawyer for Mehjoor Kumar was incredulous, “but then do you propose to disregard the Shariat Act?”

“How can I disregard any law in force, counsellor,” Raj responded, “but I see no way to apply a law retrospectively to an incident that took place some 27 years before that particular law came in existence.” 

Haji Saheb, the lawyer for the adopted son got up and bowed. “Your Honour, even as a devout Muslim, I applaud your decision to ignore the Shariat Act. Because if you don’t, thousands of cases settled in accordance with custom and practice in Kashmir would get questioned causing immense social upheaval.”

Haji Saheb clapped. And as he did that, his client and his family clapped, with tears of joy and relief flowing down their cheeks. And then the whole court room clapped.

Nazir Ahmed was bewildered. But sensing the public mood, he muttered, “This is patently against the law. We will go in appeal to the Honourable High Court and get this ruling reversed.”

“That’s your right, counsellor, but won’t you like to first collect my detailed reasoning in writing—tomorrow?” Raj smiled.
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DELHI 8 JANUARY 2020

It was the turn of Air Chief Marshal Masani to explain things at the cabinet meeting. 

“The air force has a rather small footprint in the Kashmir Valley, Sir. The main airport at Srinagar is more or less with the Airports Authority of India. We do conduct our fighter operations from there once in a while but asset-wise we just have a few facilities for the VVIPs that can be stripped down in no time.” 

“What about your base at Awantipora?” the PM asked.

“Our main base at Awantipora will be more difficult to dismantle, Sir. But with the D-day now firmed up, we can work backwards, co-ordinating with the army to ensure that our stores of spares, fuel etc is safely taken out of the Valley in time. We can thereafter vacate on the D-day itself, literally at a moment’s notice.”

“What about your other bases, Air Chief Masani?” asked the PM.

“Sir, we have a drone operation base at Manasbal which is pretty discrete in any case. So, I don’t envisage any problems dismantling that facility too. Our other bases are outside the Valley, which we are not discussing at the moment, I suppose.”

The PM nodded as his eyes scouted around the room.

“Any questions?” 

“Masani Saheb,” the Finance Minister said. “What about the financial implications, again?”

“It will be neutral, Sir. Operationally, till the D-day, our sorties will be a little more than the normal, so we’ll incur more fuel costs. But afterwards, the reduced costs of transportation, storage, and security will more than compensate for the costs incurred till the D-day.” Air Chief Masani paused. “However, we’ll also need to be compensated for the assets left behind. Just like the army. You know Sir, for the residential quarters, schools, auditoriums, offices, guest houses, workshops that we have next to the Srinagar Airport and at Awantipora. And at Manasbal.” 

“That has been provided for,” the Finance Minister asserted. “The 400-crore provision in the J&K Government’s annual budget for sorties during natural disasters, VVIP flights, and rescue missions can more than compensate the air force for those guest houses and tacky workshops left behind.  Also, just like the army, you’ll be saving money on rents for the land you hold. It is around Rs. 5 crores annually, I think. So, the annual budget for the air force will go up by Rs. 400 plus 5 or Rs. 405 crores.”

“That may suffice, Sir.” The Air Chief nodded and proceeded to disconnect his tablet.

“Anything else,” the PM queried.

“Yes Sir,” Air Chief Masani started again, “as for General Hussain’s apprehensions of sending us back ever again, it is not that much of a problem for the air force. Because whatever we are doing now, we can very well do from our other bases nearby.”

“That’s comforting,” the PM said. “Should we move to the navy now, Admiral Asrani?”

“Sir,” Admiral Manoj Asrani acknowledged, and started his presentation.

“Sir, the Indian Navy has just a token facility at the Wular Lake, which silted as it is, is not much of a lake in any case. There will be no great problem in withdrawing our divers and other personnel, therefore, whenever the army or the air force want us to do that.

“And as for the navy’s balance sheet for this operation, I think we will be quite in the green. We hardly pay a lease rent of Rs. 50,000 per annum for our facility at Wular but spend ten times more in maintaining our personnel there. So, my boys will be more than happy to just terminate our presence in the Valley and re-join their families at Mumbai or Visakhapatnam. We don’t need any compensation, therefore, from the Honourable Finance Minister.” 

“That’s nice,” the Finance Minister smiled, and stifled a yawn.

“I think, we all need a break,” the Prime Minister said and got up. He moved to the table on the other end of the room where arrangements for tea-coffee stood made. The dignitaries noted that the PM hadn’t ask any of the liveried bearers of the PM’s office to come in and serve. TOP SECRET discussions, after all, they sighed.

The PM poured himself some Tulsi holy basil herbal tea. The Defence Minister and the Home Minister too followed suit. Others helped themselves with some strong black coffee or Darjeeling tea. 

As the PM took his tea with him to the conference table, everyone did the same. 

“So, where were we?” the PM asked.

“The navy, Sir,” whispered Sanjeev Choudhary, the Cabinet Secretary.

“Oh, yes ... let’s get to the next force. The BSF?”

“Right Sir,” Dilip Tiwary, the Director General (DG) BSF almost stood up, and then sat down. “Sir, as the Valley has no international border but only a working LOC (line of control), BSF has no active border duty there. So, we are deployed just for some static guard duties like at the Raj Bhavan for the State Governor. That can be wound up quite easily, within the deadlines that your good self has indicated.

“But like every other force, Sir, we too have some facilities... for example, at Pantha Chowk for residential quarters, messes, workshops, etc ... for which, it would be nice, if the BSF could be compensated.” 

“What’s the lease rent you’re paying the state government for all these facilities?” the Finance Minister asked.

“About a crore per annum, Sir,” Dilip answered.

“Good, so that amount too we will deduct from the annual grants that we provide to the state government and divert to the BSF. As for the structures that you have to leave behind, see whatever you can carry with you. Rest we’ll have to write off, I suppose.” 

Dilip had one last clarification to seek.  “Would it be a scorched-earth policy Sir, when we withdraw?” 

“No,” the PM said in a tone that stung everyone. “We’ll try our best to see that all those facilities we leave behind are utilised for the benefit of the people of Kashmir who, mind you, we are not against. So, all Central Government agencies can try to minimise their losses by removing as many of their moveable assets as they can. But the immoveable assets can be left behind as they are. Is that clear?”

As no one said anything, the PM continued, “Friends, I’m NOT relishing this Operation one bit, let me clarify. But things have come to such a pass that we have to take this final step ... where we separate as amicably as we can. In the process, I’d prefer we don’t hurt our friends who we leave behind ... and not squander away the little goodwill that we may still have in the Kashmir Valley.” 

“Anyway, are we done with the forces?” the PM looked at the Defence Minister and the Home Minister.

Sapru, the Home Minister spoke. “Chiman Bhai, whatever we have decided about the BSF, will apply to all our other agencies. So, the CRPF (Central Reserve Police Force), CISF (Central Industrial Security Force), NSG (National Security Guards), CBI (Central Bureau of Investigation), NIA (National Investigation Agency), R&AW (Research & Analysis wing), IB (Intelligence Bureau), NDRF (National Disaster Reserve Force) ... all will co-ordinate with the Army and the BSF and ensure that we stick to the deadlines you have set for us.” 

“Great. We can then move to the financial implications. Ashwin?” the PM said and indicated to Ashwin Kakkar, the Finance Secretary to start his presentation.
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Chapter 7
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JAMMU 8 JANUARY 2020

Chief Secretary Bashir Ahmed Fukhtoo had just reached the Civil Secretariat building in Jammu. Wearing his favourite Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses, he got down from his bullet-proof Ambassador Car fiddling with his walrus moustache.

He entered the building and was visibly upset to find no lift waiting for him to take him to the second floor. And the lift was stuck on the third floor. Damn it!?

Fukhtoo looked at Nawal, his PS (Private Secretary), who had received him at the porch. Nawal had served him for the past two years. And recently had recovered from a nervous breakdown. He had lost weight and his white shirt looked too big for his skinny torso.

“Where’s the liftman?” Fukhtoo barked.

“Sir, actually just before you came, the Finance Minister had come, and the liftman had to take him—”

“Suspend the liftman.” 

“Pardon Sir?”

“I said suspend the liftman.”

Nawal gasped for words. “But Sir ... it’s not really his fault.” 

“Then it’s your fault that you didn’t communicate this ‘problem’ to my PSO (Personal Security Officer), who could have then slowed down my motorcade... so, I would have reached when the lift was waiting for me.” 

“I’m sorry, Sir. I’ll take care of this next time.” 

“You better,” Fukhtoo retorted as he angrily climbed up two storeys to reach his office.

That blasted office which had no view. Just the sight of ugly flat-roofed secretariat buildings and a crowded car park. Fukhtoo hated everything about
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