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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’?
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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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You know times are dark when innocent twelve-year-olds like me are forced into doing difficult things under the guise of rite-of-passage rituals. Who invented these overrated formalities anyway?


Mom says such ceremonies have been around since time immemorial, hundreds of years before even your own times, and some of them way more challenging than they are now. Pfft! When has any adult ever told a kid that the past was easy?


Besides, who remembered to revive these rites? I have a few choice epithets for them. They might be long gone, but I would love to meet them, if only in spirit, and get some of these gripes off my chest and give them an earful of my honest thoughts and opinions.


Nav tells me to just quit the whole thing, ‘You can opt out, you know…’ he drawled the other day like it was news to me. I have been researching how to get out of the journey into the Thinais – that’s what the heartlands are called here – for the last five years.


I know that we can choose not to journey. I know who introduced the choice, during which year, and I even know all the Acts and Resolutions of the ‘opt-out’ option by heart.


Yet, opting out is not as easy as it sounds. It is not so much about pressing a button as it is about living with the repercussions of doing that. It begins and ends with the fact that for the rest of your life you’ll be surrounded by people who would have journeyed into the Thinais. Your friends, your neighbours, the people who walk their dog on the sidewalk, your partners, your colleagues, like almost everyone you will ever know, would have been to the Thinais. And that kind of gets to your self-esteem, does it not? Mom knows all about this. She is the one person, the only person I know, who opted out.


Mom pressed the ‘opt-out’ button, year after year, until she stopped qualifying for the Thinais. Perhaps loathing the very idea of this expedition is in my genes.


However, according to Mom, I hate the Thinais because I’m afraid of the whole thing. She says I hesitate to get out of my comfort zone because of my fear of failure. I reckon she’s right. She usually is, especially about things like this. She confesses it is because she’s experienced in not being experienced.
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Sometimes, Mom gets this faraway look, with a deep sadness in her eyes. I think she regrets disappointing her parents by not going into the Thinais. Her wan smile lets me know that the bigger disappointment is the one she has given herself.


All this gloomy talk about guilt and regret would eat into my soul. It took me a while, and Mom almost had me cornered there, but I kind of figured it out. I now know the ‘faraway tragic smile’ is how Mom tries to manipulate me into walking out of the house and into the heartlands.


Mom keeps putting up motivational posters in my room – with slogans like ‘adventure is in my soul’, ‘into the woods I go to lose my mind and find my soul’ and stuff like that. The problem with Mom is that my journey into the Thinais is doing her head in. Every time I begin an argument with her on the topic, it always gets curtailed with a ‘you need to live beyond your fears, love’ statement.


Mom suffered severe bouts of low self-esteem over the years and has had to work on herself every single day to feel better. She obviously does not want me to carry a similar burden for the rest of my life. However, I think she is overthinking the whole thing and stressing herself out.


Like the time she got into a heated argument with Dad during dinner and turned towards me, yelling, ‘Oh, come on, the Thinais can’t be as dangerous as marriage!’ I must confess she got me with that one.


And that whole situation brings us to Dad.


Well, about Dad, the less said the better, but it needs to be said nevertheless.


Dad is self-admittedly a self-made personality. He grew up with his grandparents while his own parents were away at work. And things don’t come one’s way easily in a large, extended-family setup. At least that is what Dad has been telling me, like forever.


Everyone who was anyone in his family has journeyed. Brace for the worst part. Dad qualified for the Thinais when he was just ten. Ten! He was a prodigy of sorts. I wouldn’t want to qualify even if I were thirty! How someone like Dad got married to someone like Mom will remain the greatest mystery of my life. Anyway, I am here, and cannot do much to change the fact of my presence on this blessed planet. So, you understand the intensity of the pressure inside my home. Not that it’s any better outside.


Nav is going. Everyone in my batch is going. My mentors are hoping that I will go. My mom’s mentors are hoping that I will go. My grandparents are praying long and hard that I will go. My parents’ friends are placing bets on my journeying. The neighbours are bringing me gifts and wishing me luck. Some random old person whom I met at the store hopes that I will make my family proud by going to the Thinais.


All of this pressure! It makes me mad, and mad people do mad things like perversely not choosing the ‘opt-out’ button that’s shining brightly in all its glory right before them.
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Today is the only part of the whole journey that does not suck.


It’s a big day for the entire batch, the day – the milestone moment – that every kid lives for. Today we get our very own Sangam.


It’s a pity you guys never got to see anything as awesome as the Sangam. But I’m so eternally grateful that you created the generation that created the generation that…oh, well, you get the picture – created the Sangam; and we’re all the better for it.


The Sangam is probably the greatest reason that you would want to be here, in my place. I cannot think of anything else about the dreaded Thinais that would get you even remotely excited.


The Sangam is like the coolest AI, ever.


Every kid who goes into the heartlands gets their very own Sangam. It’s a watch-like gadget you strap on to your wrist, and then, voila! the Sangam logs into you. It reads you inside out, and also reads the outside into you. It’s that simple and that complex – simultaneously.


Well, technically what the Sangam does, is act as a guide and a protector when you are on your own in the Thinais. It keeps you from getting too lost, too hot, too cold, or too killed. Long story short, the Sangam is the reason everyone makes it out of the Thinais in one piece…


And that, basically, explains all the love for the machine.


The advancement of AI is one of the reasons for the success of the Thinais. Youngsters can journey relatively safely and without causing damage to the Thinais. Parents aren’t going to send the apples of their eye into perilous areas without any precautions, are they? And the whole point of the Thinais is the learning experience and not so much the adventure, even though it’s the thrill of the latter that draws the kids into opting in.


So, everyone is here today – my classmates, thirty-three of them, our parents, mentors, the school’s chairperson, the senior students who have been called in to pep-talk us first-timers, and then there’s the representative from the Council.


I imagine that, once upon a time, this grand old lady would have been my age and would have journeyed into the Thinais. Perhaps, at the time, she had felt just as anxious as I’m feeling right now. There would have been a queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach and she would have had a hard time willing herself to remain seated instead of hightailing it out of there.


No, probably never.


This lady, with her poise and absolute confidence, looks like she would have danced with the wolves in the Thinais.


I look around, desperately trying to find a face that mirrors my panic-stricken state of mind. No luck in that department. I know the other kids very well. We are growing up together after all, but no one, absolutely not one single soul here, reflects my fear. Where I have always raised a hue and cry about the journey, the others have eagerly looked forward to exploring the Thinais. And today is the day that four years’ worth of heavy-duty practice comes together.


The chatter in the open-air auditorium is so deafening that I cannot hear myself think. Only a year ago, I would’ve enjoyed the slight nip in the early February air. Today, I am sweating, and the combination of my nervous perspiration and the cold weather is most unpleasant. In a week’s time, my parents will drop me off in the Thinais. I try to focus on the others just to distract myself from impending doom.
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The parents are busy palm-ironing non-existent creases in their progenies’ well-pressed suits. I scowl at my mom whose fingers are trembling slightly nervously as she smooths away imaginary wrinkles in my uniform. If she doesn’t calm down, there will be a hole in place of the school emblem.


The kids are wondering where exactly in the Thinais their journeys will begin and when. All of us won’t set off from the same place or at the same time. The journeys are customized, based on our individual strengths and weaknesses, and designed to achieve our complete well-being.


The heartlands journey is literally all that my classmates have been talking about for the last four years. They are only doing it at higher decibel levels today. In my rebellious mood, I find the excited clamour downright annoying. Thankfully, the school chairperson begins the programme, calling for silence. Everyone rises, and our native anthem begins to play in immersive acoustics.


Soon after, we watch a movie that shows clippings of our four-year ordeal – sorry, training programme – at school. The AI that had been dedicated to shadowing us during school hours has created the video.


There we are, studying about the Thinais together – participating in simulation experiences; listening to experts; and posing questions and doubts. Well, I’m just thankful that there are no recordings of the million times I have tripped over my own feet.


After a round of thunderous applause, the senior students – the ones who completed their Thinai expedition last summer – are invited to ceremonially strap the Sangam on to the wrists of their juniors.


The seniors have already begun preparations for the next stage of their journeys, scheduled to take place when they are sixteen. I have heard that the second stage is way more challenging than the first, although it will have group tasks as well. Considering that my one and only close friend in the whole wide world happens to be Nav, I already know that I’m going to flunk miserably in the group projects in the second round of the journey.


Nav is the only guy who does not ridicule my anxiety. The rest of my classmates fail to understand that I have a ‘condition’, while I find it mind-boggling to comprehend why they are so gung-ho about all this training and journeying.


Of course, I refuse to talk about the third and final journey that we will be invited to participate in when we turn twenty. By that time, I hope to use the opt-out option well enough to retire once and for all from this journeying hullabaloo.
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