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Agra, 1993

When Rajesh reached Agra College gate, he found Salim standing there.

Salim said, "Rajesh you are just a minute late.”

"I've come at my usual time. What is strange today?"

Salim mentioned how Madhu, the college sensation everyone was mad about, had entered the college.

Rajesh smiled. "And is she mad about you?”

"Man, I have already laid down my arms. Such a beautiful and intelligent girl will not even look at me," Salim said.

They went to the classroom. During the interval, Salim wanted to see her. She was in the biology department according to Salim.

"If you say, come on," Rajesh said.

They walked past the chemistry wing and landed up in front of the Biology Department. His luck was good. Madhu and a few other girls were sitting on the steps leading to the building.

Salim said softly, "Look at the stairway.”

Rajesh looked that way.

Salim said softly, "Pink scarf.”

Rajesh was already lost in the charm of the girl wearing a pink scarf.

Her sharp features, bob cut, white Salwar suit, and pink scarf made her seem somewhat different from the girls sitting around.

Rajesh gazed at Madhu. When the girls looked at him, he took his eyes off her and walked away.

Rajesh and Salim went a little further and returned. But the girls had gone away. They headed for their classroom in the Maths department. 

After college, Rajesh went back to his hostel room.  For quite a while, he continued to think about Madhu.

Salim arrived there in the evening. Both went for a walk along the street.

While walking Rajesh said to Salim, "Madhu is really beautiful."

"She is not just beautiful, but intelligent as well.”

"Is it so? How do you know? Pretty girls need not necessarily be clever," Rajesh said.

"I've heard her talk to the principal. What fluent English!"

"A fool of England also speaks English.”

"No, man,” Salim said. "She is a school topper from Kanpur.  Her father is an Air Force officer. He was transferred here."

"You have gathered great information! How did you get it?”

"My cousin Ayesha is studying in her class. She told me."

They walked back to the hostel.
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Rajesh was a good badminton player and used to play at the nearby indoor stadium. Salim could not play so well, but he accompanied Rajesh and played for the sake of fitness.

One day Rajesh saw a notice on the board requesting willing students to register their names for selection to the various sports teams of the college.

The willing students had to give their names to the sports officer Professor Varma. Rajesh and Salim both enlisted for badminton. Salim didn’t know that Madhu was a badminton player.

Rajesh was excited to see Madhu at the selection venue.

Incidentally, for the men's badminton team, Rajesh and Salim, and for the women's team Madhu and Seema were selected. The selected players shook hands and complimented each other.

Rajesh and Madhu also shook hands and greeted and congratulated each other.

The next day Rajesh happened to meet Madhu outside the library.

Rajesh greeted her and Madhu smiled and said, "Hello.”

"Did you come to pick up a book?" he asked.

"Yes, but not I haven’t found it," Madhu replied.

"Do you urgently need that book?” Rajesh asked, "Can I help in any way?"

"The book will be available tomorrow in the library. Today I shall borrow it from a friend."

"All right, how is badminton practice?"

"Going well. Where do you practice?"

"Indoor stadium and you?"

"At my father’s club," Madhu said.

It was time for class so they both bid farewell to each other.

Prof. Asthana had already reached class and was writing on the blackboard. Rajesh sat quietly in his seat next to Salim who whispered, "Where were you?"

Rajesh placed a finger on his lips, pointing at Salim.

Prof. Asthana did not tolerate conversation during his class lecture on quantum physics. Rajesh and Salim were bored. When Mr. Asthana finished the lecture and left the class, Salim turned to Rajesh and said, "Now tell me what happened?"

"Today I met Madhu outside the library.”

"And did you talk?"

Rajesh nodded.

"Bravo, what did she say?" Salim asked animatedly.

Rajesh told Salim about the brief conversation he had with Madhu and this excited him.

The next period was mathematics. They saw Prof. Pandey coming, so they went to the classroom and sat down.
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In the evening while returning from badminton practice Salim asked, "Will you go to Jhansi on Dussehra day?" Rajesh belonged to Jhansi.

"Yes, I will. Why? “Rajesh asked.

"I'm also thinking of going to my native place Etawah."

"Oh, missing Shabnam?" Rajesh joked.

Shabnam was a neighbor and distant relative of Salim. He secretly loved her but did not yet dare to declare his love.

"I will surely meet her," said Salim.

"Now's the time to voice your emotions," Rajesh said with a smile.

"This time definitely," Salim asserted.

Rajesh laughed and said, "Even if nothing happens bro, you must come back. The University sports day will be held immediately after the holidays, and study is also equally important. "

"Bro, I promise, I will come back," Salim replied and laughed. "Holidays are starting tomorrow, what is your program?"

"I will go to Jhansi by Jhelum Express."

"I'll also catch a train to Aita City tomorrow morning."

They did not realize when they reached the hostel as they were so busy talking. Then they went to their rooms.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4

[image: ]


On Dussehra day, Rajesh was at his home in Jhansi. His house was situated at a place called Pachkuiyan, which was near the fort of the queen of Jhansi. In the afternoon, Rajesh and one of his friends Rajendra went to the castle ground to view the burning of the Demon King Ravana effigy. A vast crowd had assembled there to witness the rite. Both the friends moved through the crowd in search of a place from where they could properly see the enactment of the final battle between Lord Rama and Ravana and thereafter the torching of Ravana’s effigy.

Rajendra said, "Let’s sit upon the hilly base of the fort. From there, we will have a better view of all the action on the ground.”

Rajesh said, "Come."

There were many people on the hill. Rajesh and Rajendra advanced on the hill, pushing through the crowd. They climbed higher up on the hill and were perched on a rock. From there, they could see the entire field easily. It was about six o'clock in the evening. They were on the northwest part of the hill. The rampart of the fort started a few feet above and behind them. As the sun was going down to the western horizon, its rays were moving up the wall of the fort towards the top of it. The effigies of the demon king Ravana, his brother Kumbhakarna and his son Meghnada looked large enough. But the people away on the ground
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