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Ancient Tamil poetry refers to five different landscapes – each with its unique flora, fauna, people and customs – called Thinais.

The Kurinjis are majestic mountains, carpeted with beautiful flowers and blanketed by multi-layered forests.

The Mullais are lush woodlands, home to wild animals, twittering birds, and cowherds resting under the shade of banyan trees.

The Marudhams are green and yellow fields where farmers work long and hard to grow bountiful crops.

The Neithals are sun-kissed beaches resounding with fisher-folk songs and high tides dashing against steadfast rocks.

The Palais are sand dunes that seem to go on forever, with thorny plants that are cover for venomous reptiles, and blistering heat causing dawn to feel like midday.

It is in the Thinais that this journey takes place.
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1

Growing up is so overrated. Period.

Tell me, why else would a bunch of sagacious eggheads, so grandparentally called the ‘Council of Elders for Young People’, authorize dangerous games that demand terrible sacrifices of innocent kids like me?

This whole thing is a scam, I tell you. Sending off twelve-year-olds, all by themselves, to survive in the treacherous heartlands, is nothing short of an adult-generated conspiracy. The Council disguises their dubious intentions by dubbing these hair-raising expeditions as ‘growing-up, adultifying journeys.’ It is plain cruelty, if you ask me.

Never mind that I’m the only one who can see through the sham.

The rest of them have been royally duped and are preparing, wide-eyed and excited, for their so-called ‘adventure’. They’re rabbits, I tell you. Fattened rabbits, manipulated into leaving their burrows, only to be pounced upon by the wily and ravenous foxes.

I am no rabbit, though. There’s no way I am falling for the hocus-pocus that everyone else has succumbed to. Let me assure you that I have no intention of going along with these logic-defying idiosyncrasies. No one can make me go. Not my parents, not the Council, not my school and not even peer-damn-pressure. I am not that kid.

I would rather Maari opened up and swallowed me alive.

It could be an earthquake or a volcanic eruption – Maari is free to take her pick – although I wouldn’t prefer the latter. Heat would involve searing pain. But so will chunks of rock crashing down on your fragile body while you languish within a gaping hole and then slowly sink into the bowels of Maari’s nether regions. Death by sinking into an abyss is preferable to this Hunger Game-style tournament.

‘It’s just the heartlands.’ Said no one ever.

Wandering around the woods with a fancy backpack might sound like the perfect sort of an adventure to you, but then you’re probably the kind of optimist who goes to sleep thinking that tomorrow will be a better day – and tomorrow turns out to be the day you get bitten in the ankle by a dog. And that, my dear friend, is the ugly truth.

Let me give you the low-down on what exactly the journey entails. There are at least a couple of hills to navigate past on your own with a few predators thrown in for fun; and then you need to get down and dirty in a knee-deep bog of soggy mud; before crawling through the dry, arid desert where you get to caress a viper or two. And did I happen to mention that you’ve gotta do all of this on your own, alone?!

But then, what would you know, eh? You are out there, somewhere in a previous era, snuggled in the cosy comfort of your home, reading about my distress while I’m the one who gets to experience it first-hand. Thanks a million…for nothing!

Then came Mom’s ‘genius’ idea of helping me cope with my travel anxieties. She told me to write a journal to chronicle my journey and talk it out with the source. By ‘source’, Mom was probably referring to our first sources of faith and strength, like myself or Maari. Well, I decided to whinge to my heart’s content to the source of my problem instead – you.
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Now, you are probably wondering what on Maari you did to incur my wrath. Well, here is the gist of your infractions.

On account of mindless human activities during your times, unnatural climate changes wreaked havoc upon the planet. Weather anomalies such as rapidly spiralling heat waves, crippling droughts, intense wildfires and flash floods led to spread of disease and death. To top it all, there were enormous challenges faced by cities on account of the burgeoning population. Overcrowded cities faced acute water and power shortages, massive waste-disposal headaches and, phew! – it all came to a point where your lot was forced into slowing down the indiscriminate pace of progress.

The silver lining was that you made protecting and nurturing the planet a priority, and that consequently led us to here, and – me.

Simply put, you and the rest of your generation ended up saving the world, and I am here, reaping the so-called rewards of your work. If you still don’t get it – you are from my past, from a time so ancient when there were no bots at home…

Yeah, not a single one! How could you survive without even one of these amazing gadgets, running around the home in their designer aprons?! Where I come from, every single home has at least five of these little gangstas killing it with their home-skilling abilities.
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Anyway, long story short, you grew up and managed to undo a lot of damage done to Maari…I mean Earth, that’s what you called her.

Where I come from, we call her Maari. In some other parts of the world, she is called Pachamama and in yet another, Gaia. Earth sounds so formal, you know, like Father or Mother, or one of those ancient words that you used to describe your parents. Maybe that is why you guys treated Maari like trash. ’Cause you never really established a real rapport with her. I could go on lamenting about you folks, but Mom tells me not to dwell too much on the past.

Not that the present is a great place to be.

I am content to simply sift into the past and find someone to blame for my current predicament. And guess what, my dear friend, you are the Chosen One.

My best friend, Nav, tells me that I have developed a particularly unhealthy relationship with whining, and my aura has lowered itself to projecting an escapist attitude. He is a spiritualist of sorts, although I don’t know what kind of life experience a twelve-year-old could have gained to have grown a head for spiritualism.

Talking about life experiences and twelve-year olds, I have a decent idea of what you guys do when you are around my age.

Mom is an ancient-Earth researcher, so I have a fair understanding of your era by now. You kids sit within the comfort of a brick wall, pick at your preconditioned brain, and take up well-flogged tests where you answer some questions using prehistoric (okay, not exactly ‘prehistoric’, but that is not the point) tools like pen and paper, or at times a computer. A ‘computer’ is such a hackneyed term, by the way. Your simple tasks pale in comparison to the monstrosity of the project I have to undertake.

Dad is a personal financial coach and, unlike me, loves crunching numbers. He is an adventurer at heart and tells me that most of you guys would pick journeying into the heartlands and roughing it out in the wilderness over a bunch of boring exams any day. Seriously?! You are not any different from Nav or any of my other friends who are raring to get on with the ‘adventure’.

Adventure, my foot!

Maari forbid such a creepy thought ever taking shape inside my head. I know kids who have come back from the heartlands with broken limbs and some missing teeth. Take Nav’s brother, for instance. He was carted away, mid-journey, nursing a fractured leg after a thick branch unexpectedly broke and fell on his thigh. It’s been two years now and he is still walking around dragging his leg behind him.

What if Nature were to decide to ride roughshod over me as it did Nav’s brother?! I am petrified at the idea of wearing a cast that keeps beeping at every sign of possible danger. Besides, I would be cooped up at home for two weeks – not that I mind staying at home. It’s just that I’d have to spend that time trying to get my head around getting back into the wilderness as soon as I am healed and ready, which is what happened to Nav’s brother. You simply have to complete the journey. All those years of training at school ultimately leads to this sacred eventuality.

Dad says that, if it weren’t for school, I would be bone idle – I don’t even know what that means.

Yes, I do play online games for just a couple of hours or so every day. And I do watch some old movies that are available for holographic broadcasting. Mom thinks that I am wasting time that could be invested wisely in my future. She is wrong. I’m merely doing my duty of keeping the past alive. Besides, how else do I de-stress from all the work at school and the intense pressure that builds up year upon year until it’s time for this…this ‘journey’?

[image: img]

Look, I’m only twelve. I ought to be dreaming and enjoying life. Not working on simulations every day, to face possible dangers in the wilderness. Of course, I don’t see any point in this whole caboodle.

My parents think otherwise. They, like the Council, list the benefits of going into the heartlands, literally every single day. In school, at home and within the community, kids are brought up to acknowledge that the natural world is the greatest force upon the planet and no amount of technology can match it. And humans, like all the other species, need to work in tandem with the planet, and not as if they owned the place, which was…ahem…how it was during your times. It was the realization that this wisdom was so little taught in the schools of yore that gave rise to our coming-of-age rites.

I think they’re trying to brainwash me. Well, sorry, folks! But I’m going through an activist phase that is making me revolt.

I believe that the zen-like peace in a preteen’s life ought not to be disturbed, especially not by ludicrous initiation ceremonies.
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