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Remember!

Cooking is fun, but it can also be dangerous if you’re not careful. Always have a grown-up supervise you in the kitchen.




ONE

PEAS IN A POD

‘THAT’S it! No more reading for you, Siya and Samar, you’ve exceeded your YouTube limit for the day. Go out and play for some time!’ Mom was in one of her moods, they could tell, from the way she snatched away Siya’s thick-as-a-brick book and Samar’s shiny new iPad. One glare was enough to send them scrambling outside.

‘Not fair!’ cried Siya, who was keen to learn more about the sneezing monkeys of Myanmar and the terror birds of Argentina from her big new book on amazing animals. Siya, at 8¾ years, with light brown eyes covered by glasses, and thick black hair that she only ever liked to keep in a bob, was a self-confessed trivia junkie. She had to know everything about everything, all the time. She knew, for instance, that ostriches could run faster than horses, and that strawberries were the only fruits to grow their seeds on the outside, on their skin!

‘But I didn’t even get to the part where they took out the milk-fattened snails from the pan…’ yelped Samar, who, also 8¾ years old, born five minutes before his twin sister Siya, was determined to follow American super-chef Andrew Zimmern to the ends of the world as he discovered bizarre foods. Samar, with his dark brown eyes, floppy hair and a voice only half as loud as his sister’s, dreamed of having his own cooking show one day, in which he’d travel to the remotest regions and whip up strange delicacies no one had ever heard of, like Stinky Sock Chilli Tofu, or Wasp Wing Wantons!

They roller-skated around the block for a while and then decided to go wave-boarding. Just as they were about to get started, a familiar red Reva car drew up in front of their gate. They abandoned their wave-boards and ran to greet their favourite aunt, Maya. She was the coolest person on earth, according to them. She ran her own gaming company called GenieTics and often had Siya and Sam test-drive new games that her team was developing. And as she often did, she had come bearing many gifts, this time for their birthday. She hugged them both, and the three of them trooped inside.

‘Maya, what a surprise!’ said her sister, Siya and Sam’s mom. You’re just in time for dinner. When do you leave for…Prague, was it?’

‘Yup! International conference, no less. Where are Amma and Baba?’

‘Jet-lagged. Taking a nap,’ she jerked a thumb indicating upstairs. She reached over, hugged her sister and helped unload her heavy bags on to the settee.

‘Oh, I just wanted to drop by before I got on the plane,’ Maya Aunty said with a laugh. ‘I’m sure glad those globetrotters could make it for their holiday in Italy. They’d been planning it forever with their pals, the Guptas and the Malhotras.’

Siya and Sam were beaming from ear to ear, and their aunt knew it meant one of two things: they were excited about the evening with Nana and Nani with all their stories, pictures and food from Italy, or they were eagerly waiting for the green signal from her to open their presents.

‘Here you go, pumpkins,’ she said, handing them the parcels. ‘Have the best birthday ever and loads of fun.’

‘Er…don’t you think you should wait for…’ Mom’s words were lost in their delighted squeals ‘…your birthday?’ Maya Aunty chuckled and followed the twins to the drawing room while Mom wandered back into the kitchen to make coffee.

In a scrambling rush and laden with their treasures, the twins raced through the front room, past the shoe rack, the bookshelf and the potted plants, and skidded on to the floor.

‘Oooh, Sammy, look, a set of sprinkles and cupcake liners in all the colours of the rainbow! And whoa! Mini pie plates.’

‘Aaaaah, See-bee, here’s your favourite Ripley’s Believe It or Not! And, oh my God, you’re going to love this, Nat Geo Infopedia.’

‘What’s this?’ Sam shook a box wrapped in silver tinsel, trying to guess what it could be.

‘Is it a b-o-r-e-d game, I mean, a board game?’ giggled his sister.

‘Or hiking boots?’ asked Sam seriously.

‘Noooo…a jukebox!’

They hurriedly undid the wrappings and opened the box. And there it was, a black, shiny device, with all sorts of buttons for its various functions, and a sleek, foldable, wide screen. ‘Noooo way…it’s a vintage camera.’

Maya Aunty leaned in and whispered, ‘Come, let’s go to the reading room and I’ll tell you all about it. First, let me grab my coffee.’

Seated on the comfortable sofa in the library room, Maya Aunty said, ‘Siya, Sam, this is a unique, brandnew, gaming device. It has a built-in app that has been custom-made for you both. We’re calling it the WayBack Pod. It’s got a Quizzing App, about historical events, food and culture from across the world. We’re testing it in the office for the VR functions, you know, Virtual Reality, powered by artificial intelligence – AI, that kind of thing?’

‘Oooh, AI, as in, how chatbots and Alexa and Siri work, right? Yeah, I know,’ quipped Sam.

‘BBC Earth has a game like that, and Sammy, what’s that fighting thing…you know…?’

‘Boxing, not fighting…what a silly-Sally you are! That’s “Knockout League”,’ Sam made a punching gesture at her.

‘YOU’RE the silly, willy-nilly,’ Siya retorted, ducking out of his reach.

‘Oh no, not again,’ Maya Aunty groaned, but smiled and sipped her coffee. ‘But you’re both right, that’s exactly what it is! This Pod is like a smartphone, it will let you experience time-travel by leading you into a new…how do I explain it…a new dimension. You can experience the past, while still being in the present!

‘But how?’ the twins chorused.

‘It’s kind of…a step-by-step thing,’ said Maya Aunty. ‘First, you take a quiz – that will lead you into a particular historical event, where, depending on whether you win or lose the quiz, you’ll get a reward or a challenge. You will have a simulated environment for each quiz, like, the First World War trenches, for example, where you can touch, smell, taste, and feel things, almost like they’re real. But we have to watch out for bugs and errors, so, if at any point, you feel like something’s wrong, just press the SOS button and you can reach me, or my team.’

‘Wow, Maya Aunty!’ exclaimed Siya. ‘But how exactly does it work? Will we both be able to take the quiz and use it at the same time?’

‘Yes, press that button on the back flap. You’ll find something cool in there.’ Sam fumbled around for the little black button, which was nearly invisible, and out popped two, black-velvet pouches with a pair of 7D glasses tucked into each of them.

‘Neat!’ he breathed, admiringly.

‘Now, put on the glasses, and you will get logged in. You can’t take off the glasses in the middle of a quiz. The glasses are powered with cameras, sensors and a built-in GPS, which will tell you where you are, you know, in the game.’
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‘Awesome! I can’t wait to tell my friends…’

‘Uh-hunh…’ Maya Aunty shook her head, ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea, Sammy. We’re keeping it under wraps for now until it is ready to be sold in the market, okay?’

‘Oh, okay. But, Maya Aunty, what about the quizzes, are they timed or can we…you know, Google something if we don’t know…hehe!’

‘What do you mean “if we don’t know something…?”’ Siya scowled. ‘I’m offended! You don’t think I know… everything?!’ She tugged her brother’s ear playfully.

Sam responded by tugging Siya’s hair and…

‘Now, now, stop that, you two! Yes, Sammy, the quizzes are programmed to be timed. And no, you won’t be able to use any other device or Google answers, because, one, you can’t exit the 7D environment, and two, there’s a camera in the glasses, and it will trigger the switch-off mode if you’re caught doing that. But don’t worry, there are various levels, second chances, and of course, fun and challenging consequences you need to go through, to fix your mistakes. I’m really excited about this taste-of-history game, and I thought, who better to help me test it than my smarty-pants niece and my super-chef nephew!’

Siya and Sam had several questions still buzzing in their heads, but before they could get started, Mom called out to Maya Aunty for the hundredth time, and she left the room.

‘Well, Sammy-soup? What do you think? This is kind of…strange, exciting, and…umm…shudder…’

‘Oh, please, See-saw, don’t tell me you’re nervous! What happened to your spirit of melodrama, huh?’

‘Really? You’re ASKING me for it? Lo and behold, Mr Samar Tamar! Here comes…the Dame of Dallol, the grand lady of Galapagos, the Viscountess of Wedell. I bring ye greetings from the medieval lands, fun foods from faraway places, the wondrous mysteries of the wild, blue yonder…’ Siya pirouetted around the room.

‘Okay, okay, that’s enough, See-saw! I’ll beat your general knowledge down into a pan and roast it with wild Sumatran spices until it chars into a black blob of nothingness!’

‘Blah blah blah…’

‘Bleaugh, bleaugh, bleaugh…’

‘Oh, but hey,’ a sombre thought hit him, ‘this is another gadget, so more screen time? Mom and Dad might object, you know…’

‘Hmm…yes. Mom’s already upset that we use the iPad too much…’ They sat with that thought and spent a good half-hour carefully unboxing all the parts of the gift, which looked like a cross between an Xbox and an iPad.

A thrill ran down their spines and carried on all the way down to their toes as they slipped on the 7D glasses, and automatically got logged in. They were all set to go back in time…
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