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CHAPTER 1
STEREOTYPES 


Beep! Beep! honked the school bus loudly — it was exactly 7:20 a.m.

“Hurry, Karthik! Hurry, or it will leave without you!” admonished Amma,1 coming out of the kitchen to hand him his lunch box and water bottle. Try as he might, Karthik couldn’t really hurry like other children, for he walked with a crutch. 

He looked expectantly at his lunch box, Amma softening to assure him, “Idlis!”2 with a gentle smile. 

Ahh — his favorite snack — good! He could eat idlis for breakfast, lunch, dinner or in-between. Amma’s idlis with tangy coconut chutney3 were soooo finger-licking good!

And a savior from another day dragging on at school! 

“Hurry up, Karthik!” This time the alarm call came from outside the house — it was Idhaya calling him aloud. She had crossed the narrow lane that separated their houses with just enough space for the school bus to pass between them.

Mustering as much speed as the crutch allowed him, Karthik made a dash outside, being careful not to trip over the three steps at the threshold that led onto the street.

Idhaya waited for him at the very first footstep to help him up into the bus. She always did that, even though Karthik was too proud to take her help. 

He wasn’t really lame, but one of his legs was just shorter than the other. If he didn’t use a crutch, his left heel hurt because he was prone to put more pressure on it. Unable to balance properly on his uneven legs, Karthik was thus forced to limp. 

Idhaya stood there every day in spite of it; she was his neighbor, his classmate, and his closest friend. 

His only friend, that is. 

The bus driver would have been miffed had it been any other child causing the slightest delay, but he forgave Karthik for being cripple — his sympathies lay duly with him.

As soon as Karthik had climbed up, the bus drove off with another loud honk. The children settled into their regular front row seat on the right side of the aisle. 

“Did you finish your essay?” asked Idhaya as soon as they had.

“Did you?” he asked instead, trying not to reveal anything.

“I asked you first!” she retorted.

“No!” admitted Karthik, with less guilt and more vacuity.

“Why not? Don’t you know today is the last day of submission, Karthik? It is to be graded! Ms. Subramaniyam is going to be very angry with you!” she declared with authority.

Karthik tried averting the thought of the consequences of his inaction, looking keenly out of the window at the morning city scenes instead. “What do you want to be when you grow up?” He turned back to face her.

“A doctor, naturally, just like Appa. He knows everything!” she said with certainty, rolling her eyes for emphasis at the last word. “Don’t you know what you want to be yet, Karthik?” She looked at his blank face doubtfully…

“No, not yet. That’s why I didn’t write the essay,” he answered honestly.

“What do you mean, NO?!” She sounded incredulous. “Maybe you could have just made something up then!” 

“I mean I really don’t know! I can’t think of anything I’d like to do or be when I grow up! I did ask Amma. She said it’s okay not to be so sure and certain of everything right now. We’re just in sixth grade, after all! She says it’s fine to be whatever one becomes in the future, but what’s most important is that we’re happy being it!”

Idhaya looked at him, and then on impulse, pronounced, “Good! Just be happy then!” stunning him with that remark!

“But at least write it down so you don’t fail! Today is the final day for submitting the work before summer vacation starts,” she warned.

“I’ll do it during lunch break,” Karthik conceded reluctantly. “English is only afterwards,” he said, resuming his daily silent sightseeing practice.

Soon enough, the bus pulled over in the parking lot of Coimbatore Public School and the children disembarked to go into their classes.

Karthik and Idhaya headed up the stairs of the senior building to get to standard 6C when they were accosted rudely at the first landing by Vicky and Vivek.

“Hellooo, Short Legs!” teased Vicky, blocking the doorway to enter class.

“Move away or I’ll complain to the principal!” threatened Idhaya. Ever since they had graduated to sixth grade, this pair became more ruthless by the passing day, the vile bullies!

“Why don’t you let Idli Boy here do the talking, Bodyguard!” snickered Vivek.

Karthik pulled himself up. He wasn’t afraid of these two buffoons. In fact, he wasn’t scared of anyone! “I can speak for myself, Vivek! Let us through!” 

“Or what? What are you going to do, Idli Boy, run after us like you run after the football on the field? With your crutch in one hand and the limping leg in the other? Ha, ha, ha, ha!” They sneered together, doing the high five gesture triumphantly, much to Idhaya’s disgust. 

Karthik had suffered long enough at their hands to care anymore.

Idhaya was going to bring up the threat to visit to the principal’s office yet again, but thankfully, the tension was forced to defuse when the school bells clanged sharply and the class teacher appeared to mark attendance just in time, at exactly 8:15 a.m.

Karthik was relieved. He didn’t like his two classmates anymore at all, who surprisingly had developed this nasty and mean streak since they passed fifth grade. Neither did Idhaya. And to think, they had all been such good friends before that!

Karthik was well aware that Idhaya was always trying to protect him, in some way or the other. Not that he couldn’t manage on his own, just that he was non-confrontational, that’s all.

During lunch break, he had his fill of idlis and… fell asleep!

As usual, he drifted off into a slumber that took him into surreal faraway worlds with strange people in them, doing strange things and speaking strange tongues… none of which made any sense to him after he awoke. 

The shrill school bell rang out routinely once again, urging everyone back into their classes from the playground. Karthik too was forced to came back from the mysterious lands he had just visited, so queer and quaint compared to the insipid inert city he inhabited.

He really wouldn’t have bothered waking up at all, but someone was screaming down at him in a very distorted voice.

“….brought your homework Karthik?!” He rubbed his eyes as chortles of laughter engulfed him. 

The whole class was laughing at him!

Ms. Subramaniyam was looking down very sternly at him now. “Why didn’t you finish it?”

“Because I don’t know what I want to be,” he blurted out. “Do you want me to write lies?”

A hush fell over the class at this unexpected audacity. Even Ms. Subramaniyam was taken aback. Karthik was generally a very polite boy, even though a laggard he might be.

She softened pitifully on second thought. “You can be anything you want to be, Karthik. For the sake of writing the essay, just think of something — anything you’d like — a… a… anything!” She couldn’t think of anything specific to suggest to him at the moment. “Do write it and submit it to me, please.”

He nodded contritely.

“Ok, class, whose turn is it now? Vivek, let’s see what you’ve chosen to become. Come on now, read up!” she instructed, returning to stand in front of the centrally located table of hers. 

“What I Want to Be When I Grow Up,” cried Vivek with so much drama in his voice that everyone was compelled to sit up and listen attentively. “I’m going to be,” — lots of suspense there in that pause — “an engineer!” he avowed with a flourish of his head. 

Ms. Subramaniyam gave him a patronizing smile. She knew he needed to improve his numbers in math.

Everyone else too seemed delighted at this apt choice, so lofty, so noble and… and… so expectedly lame, thought Karthik, stifling another yawn. 

He was neither surprised nor impressed. 

“I’m going to join IIT, and then I’ll become the country’s leading scientist, and I’ll build long, tall, arched bridges like the Chenab…” And on and on he went, pompously, for the next few unbearable minutes. 

Insufferable show-off, thought Karthik, diverting his attention out of the window and into the playground. The junior kids still had their break going on — how lucky. 

Everyone wanted to be a doctor or an engineer, or something in between. The girls too were predictably inclined towards the sciences or investment banking, or towards becoming teachers — an obviously convenient choice to juggle both private and professional life. 

All, except for one of them — Gautami, who had genuinely surprised Karthik with her refreshing choice of profession. She wanted to be an automobile designer. How unique!

He sat staring at the building across from the school in the neighborhood. It was almost identical to all the others in the area — tall, gray, and brown, with large glass facades, dull and lifeless. Surely there was a lot of work that went on in them… But why did they all have to look so boring and gloomy? 

He wanted to look at the horizon beyond the buildings, but these monstrosities sadly blocked the view, so he gazed upward at the sky instead. 

Aha! No obstruction of view here, he thought. Ablaze in the afternoon sun, the vast, light-blue expanse would change color by the evening. 

But what of him? Would anything change in his life? Everyone seemed to have their courses charted out, their paths set, their lives all neatly sorted. 

It hadn’t really worried him as such until yet, but now, he had begun to wonder… What was he to be? 

At eight o’clock that evening, Amma served dinner and sat down with him at their small square dining table for four. It was their fixed daily supper time, when they shared their meals and the day’s experiences with each other. 

“What do you think I ought to be, Amma? Ms. Subramaniyam wants me to write an essay on it.”

Amma’s first bite stopped briefly midway to her mouth. “Anything you want to be, dear,” she said lovingly.

“Everyone else wants to be a doctor, engineer, or scientist, or something boring like that!”

Her face began to cloud up with worry, so she stuffed her mouth with another bite of food, trying her best to hide her emotions quickly, hoping he wouldn’t notice. 

“But I’m not interested in any of those things, Amma! Do you think — ” He stopped brusquely.

“What?”

“Do you think that with my leg,” he cast a hopeless glance at his crutch, “I can… I mean… Can I be anything at all?”

Amma’s face tightened with pain and empathy, but love made her declare firmly, “Your disability is of the leg, not of the mind, Karthik! You can be anything you want to if you truly want to be it. Remember, the mind is stronger than the body, always. Haven’t you heard of Helen Keller?”

Yes, of course he had read about the great Helen Keller, the blind girl who had achieved against the odds, advocating for disability despite being blind and deaf herself. It was one of his favorite biographies. Another one was The Diary of Anne Frank.

Amma rushed deliberately to the kitchen to suppress the tears that had welled up inside of her. She came back all composed, with a glass jar in her hand. “Mango-pickle?” she offered cheerfully. 

Karthik withdrew to his room after dinner and set about to do his homework. He opened his notebook to write, stared blankly at it for some time, and then shut it brusquely. 

“Impossible!” he said, giving up.

He looked up at the night sky through the window instead. A gentle summer breeze blew in and caressed his face.

So many stars twinkling. And so many star systems! And there must be so many black holes too somewhere out there. And so many galaxies! But all he could see up there now was just a handful of sky.

So much space! 

How big is it? 

Does it have any borders? 

Is there anyone out there? 

No! Of course not!

But why is it empty? Are we really alone in the universe? 

In the infinite universe, are we the only living species?

What a waste!

 

 




CHAPTER 2
THE SANDS OF TIME


The following Saturday afternoon, Idhaya and Karthik went for a walk around their neighborhood.

The sun was due to set shortly, and the cool evening breeze was beginning to blow away the sultriness of the day.

“Do you want to go visit the mall?” suggested Idhaya. “We could take Bus 14, have an ice-cream, and come right back!”

“I don’t have any money,” admitted Karthik. Amma was away at work and would be back only after 6:30 p.m. or so. 

“But I do!” announced Idhaya effusively. “There’s enough for the two of us!”

That settled it then. They boarded Bus 14 as it crept up at the side of the road and snaked its way through busy city traffic to Coimbatore city center.

“Look! You can see it from here!” exclaimed Idhaya as they got off at the stop nearest to the City Mall. “It’s so tall — a tall mall!” she jokingly rhymed.

Karthik couldn’t help but join in her joviality. It was very tall indeed, the mall, almost reaching the clouds, cast in glossy green glass, golden-yellow granite, and steel. It looked like a grand five-star hotel! He felt a bit nervous, for it seemed quite snazzy…

“It’s fully air conditioned!” informed Idhaya proudly. “It’s completely like winter inside! And there must be more than a hundred shops! And they have moving stairs that go all the way up and come all the way down on the other side! They’re called ex-ca-la-tors. Appa4 told me!” 

“Es-calators,” corrected Karthik. 

“Whatever!” Idhaya never did like being corrected. “And all the shops have displays in their windows. You can stand outside and look at them for as long as you like without having to buy things! And they’re beautiful!” she yapped on tirelessly.

Karthik found that a little strange, why someone would just stare away at things they didn’t intend to buy, but he refrained from further comment. He knew Idhaya was prone to slight exaggeration and she completely disapproved of any interruptions in her frequent flights of fancy.

Karthik had never been to the new mall — this was his first visit to it with Idhaya. Amma and he hardly ever shopped, except for basic necessities from the local bazaars in Onam.5 Last year, Amma had bought him three shirts together all at once, three for the price of one — what a bargain! He had loved the fine cotton with multi-colored checks on them, especially the one with bright cherry red squares. It was his favorite shirt; the cheery checks made him cheerful!

Amma had also purchased a cotton-silk saree for herself — a deep sea-green with gold zari6 border. She had looked quite beautiful when she wore it. And both of them had gone to the Temple of Siva7 donning their new attires; what a happy day it had been!

But besides that, they rarely ever went out, let alone shop. Amma was always busy with her job, leaving at twenty to nine in the morning and returning at half past six in the evening, except on Sundays. She was a housekeeper at a private hotel. 

And Karthik knew she worked very hard indeed, trying her best to make ends meet…

The mall was just a block away from where they had been dropped off, and they had to walk down a tree-lined avenue filled with sundry stores towards it. 

Muruggan’s Spices, Nandi’s Incense, Nalli’s Sarees, KC Stores, and so on went the store hoardings. It was very hot, and Karthik stepped close to a neem tree to pause for a brief break, for it could get stressful for him to walk long without it. He rested under its thick foliage with his back to its bark. Idhaya understood he needed rest and waited patiently. She knew his heel could hurt unpredictably, feeling sorry it did, but was clever enough not to show it. Karthik hated any personal attention, especially when it came to his handicap. She looked aimlessly at the sundry shops lined up to their left instead.

“Karthik, come and look at this!” she called out to him as something at a store window caught her eye.

“What?” he asked, taking time to pick up his crutch once again. 

“Don’t we have a picture of this in our history textbook?” There was a trace of marvel in her voice that brought him closer faster to have a look. “Don’t you remember — that chapter on Ancient Egypt. Look at that!” She tapped on the glistening glass window, across which was displayed an object that did look familiar from school texts…

Well intrigued, Karthik peered closely through the glass at the object, and all the others similarly displayed near it on stark white pedestals, both short and tall. Involuntarily, his eyes pulled themselves upward to spot a signboard above their heads with stylistic italicized font. He read it out, “The Sands of Time Gallery — Art of the Past.” 

“That sounds strange!”

“Shall we go inside, just for a bit, to have a look?” she whispered. Karthik looked at her; he was sufficiently interested, but should they?

Even before he could decide yes or no, Idhaya swung the door open! A soft chime rang out from a strange, webbed circle of jute fiber hanging on the door. Four slender, cylindrical rods dangled down from it, ringing together melodiously. 

Too late now to decide otherwise, he followed her in. It was pleasantly cool inside, and a sharp fragrance wafted in the air. Must be an overly strong floral room freshener, he thought. The door slid shut on its own, as did all the humdrum of the outside, loudening the inner silence.

The children stood amidst strange and foreign objects made of stone, metal, and wood, displayed in two long rows on either side with plenty of space to walk through them. 

There was some pottery, some urns and amphorae, a few statues — mostly broken — and some sculptures. Artwork hung on the luxurious, velvety peach walls.

The children were astonished; this place was like a museum!

Idhaya tried to identify the piece they had been looking at. “There, this one. Don’t you remember, it’s a… a…”

“An ushabti!” supplied Karthik, impromptu. He came up to it and said, “It’s a ceramic figurine, Egyptian, like the ones they put in the pharaoh’s pyramids for their burial.” 

“Right!” agreed Idhaya. “Look, look at what it says here.” She pointed to a narrow metal label on the pedestal, and both read it together.

USHABTI

4TH CENTURY BC

UNIDENTIFIED TOMB, SATTARA, EGYPT

“What’s it doing here?” Karthik wondered aloud.

“Oooh, it’s like a museum! Look at this nice, what is it?” she wondered. “Funerary urn, Near East, 2nd C AD! Isn’t that old?” she asked, running her fingers over the fragile vase. 

“Don’t!” cautioned Karthik. He was getting quite a queasy feeling just being there, for some reason. “Maybe we shouldn’t be in here.” 

“Why not? We’ll just take a quick look around and be off! It is a store, you know?” she justified. “But also, more like an open history book. See that painting on the wall?” She pointed to it as quickly as her attentions transferred to the next thing. “A long procession of elephants, with a Maharaja8 and attendants. Now that has to be Indian.” She smacked her lips in intellectual triumph.

Even before he could agree, she had already proceeded to another attraction. “Karthik, look at this!” She bent over a glass counter on the opposite side that had a thick, black velvet curtain for backdrop. “Look,” she said with an exhilarated smile. “Jewelry — gold and gems! Ooooh, aren’t they just beautiful!”

Karthik was trying his best to keep pace with her flitting affections, and he just about managed to land at the counter by the time she was still there. 

Truly, here were laid out in the glass counter some exquisite rings, bangles, and amulets, and a necklace crafted like an exotic peacock, encrusted with precious stones for its grand feathers. Wow! They must belong to royalty, but here?! Amongst stone and metal relics?

So immersed did they become in the sensational display that neither noticed the emergence of a stately figure through the heavy velvet drapes.

A pair of eyes had been watching them discreetly soon after the wind chimes rang to signal the arrival of these two unexpected, and unexpectedly young visitors. 

“May I help you, please?”

The children looked up in utter shock as the request sounded out.

A pair of cool blue-green eyes stared into four brown ones across the glass counter. 

“We… were just… looking!” stammered Idhaya, with as much false confidence as she could muster in the moment. 

Karthik remained silent. He was stunned alright by the appearance of the stranger, but more so by the strangeness of her appearance.

What a striking figure! Unlike anyone he had ever set eyes on in his life. 

Her clear, white complexion, just like the inside flesh of a coconut, contrasted starkly with the deep redness of her dress. Her watery blue eyes were set apart by a sharp nose that went down to the cleft that led to thinly carved lips. Light rosy cheeks blushed on the crinkly skin that belied much age. But the paling gray hair, cut in a very stylish shoulder-length bob revealed she was, well, still quite stylish. Well-built and way above average in height, she stood with her long arms on either side of the glass counter, her perfectly manicured scarlet nail tips tapping on it lightly. She looked like a perfect porcelain doll, only old.

Karthik was mesmerized by the twinkly shine in her eyes, reminding him of the stars that beamed at his window most nights. 

She hardly blinked!

“Of course, you can!” she agreed kindly in her foreign accent whose origin he couldn’t guess even wildly. “You are welcome to look!” she invited, bending forward over the glass.

Idhaya had already disengaged from her gaze and begun taking a superficial tour of the place in unsteady steps. Wordlessly, she gestured to Karthik towards the door, knowing well she was being watched. By both.

He adjusted his crutch, ready to depart. 

“I’m Mrs. Tweedy!” announced the stranger, cracking the ice. 

“I’m Idhaya Swamy,” said Idhaya, capriciously returning to the counter in sudden friendliness. 

Both ladies now looked at Karthik in expectation.

“I am Karthikeya Ganeshan,” he introduced himself, feeling even more queer, for he had an unexplainable hunch he was being scanned from head to toe!

Rather unexpectedly, Mrs. Tweedy came around the counter to their side, offering graciously, “Can I show you around?” 

“Yes!” Idhaya jumped to grab the opportunity. Karthik knew she didn’t really have any serious interest in the displays, her only interest lay in being the focus of attention. 

Mrs. Tweedy led them back to the very first object that had caught their eye. “This- is an Egyptian artifact I found at one of the many temples in Karnak long ago, in a tomb that lies yet unnamed.”

“You… you found it?!” cut in Karthik.

“Yes,” she affirmed.

“No… What I meant was… you were there when it was found?” he said, a tad bit incredulous.

“Yes, I was. I am an archaeologist!” she announced placidly. 

“Archaeologist!” echoed both children together. 

“Yes.”

Oh, they thought. And that clarified a lot of confusion going on in his mind. 

“So, all these things…” he continued.

“Artifacts,” she corrected.

“Artifacts… were found by you?” questioned Idhaya, just wanting to confirm facts once again. 

“Some, yes, others, no. A few were traded with dealers who sell these things, you know, over the years. But mostly, I have had them in my private collection over time,” she explained.

“You have a private collection of artifacts?” Karthik pondered incredulously.

“Yes. And antiques.”

“But you’re not from Coimbatore!” shot out Idhaya.

“No, I’m not. Farther south.”

“Farther south?” 

“An island in the southern hemisphere, actually… But I moved up North long ago… and then I moved here only after my husband died.”

“Oh!” echoed the children again, becoming awkwardly quiet yet again. 

“That painting on the wall — it is Indian, isn’t it?” asked Idhaya, being able to identify with just that one artwork in this incongruous place.

“Yes, that’s the last Mughal Emperor, Bahadur Shah Zafar, in procession on the streets of Delhi. That was just before the East India Company completely took full control.” She went forward to explain the goings on in the artwork, as Karthik eased over the glass counter once again, more drawn to the displays within it. 

He began to examine them thoroughly. Currencies! Old and faded paper notes; so, discolored with age, obviously. 

A pale peach square note featured the picture of a pretty maiden on it. It said: 

Cinq Francs, Banque de la Algeria

Another read: 500 fr Senegal, a large African man with grand decorated headgear pictured on it.

And the next featured Japanese calligraphy, and so on it went.

Until Karthik came to the numismatic section — nickel, copper, silver!

Who — What’s that? A large eagle with outstretched wings wearing a crown atop its head stared hard at him from a silver coin, which read: German Empire.

Whooo! Did that really belong to the Nazis? He doubted it very much… 

And then finally, he arrived at the section labeled Tickets.

There was a bus ticket the shape and size of a big eraser; a workman’s black and white tram ticket, because that’s what it said it was: Electric Tram Early 20th C, in sub script underneath it. 

And a cherry red London bus ticket, which read:

Go as You Please

Monthly

So involved was he in the world of tickets that he had scarcely realized Idhaya was nudging his elbow, whispering, “Let’s go, let’s go!” 

He could have enjoyably lost himself in observation all day long, but he knew she couldn’t do the same given her attention span of a goldfish. He straightened up.

“And where may I ask, are the two of you off to?” questioned Mrs. Tweedy.

“To eat ice cream in the mall!” Idhaya divulged their grand plan freely to her as if she was long acquainted.

“Is that how you normally spend your weekends?”

Strange she should ask them that, but Karthik let go of that thought immediately.

“Yes! No!” said both simultaneously.

“My parents take me to the mall quite often,” Idhaya proudly declared.

Karthik chose to remain quiet.

But the I-am-expecting-an-answer expression on Mrs. Tweedy’s face compelled him to admit: “I… uh… Amma and I hardly go out, except to the temple sometimes, and the market in Ugadi.”

Mrs. Tweedy remained silent. But Karthik felt that her mind wasn’t silent; it was definitely thinking something.

“Thank you!” said Idhaya, with a tone of finality in her voice to herald their departure, and both turned towards the door. 

But before they could open it and step outside, an unexpected proposal stopped them short.

“Would you like to go on an adventure?” Mrs. Tweedy’s voice rang out temptingly behind them.

“An adventure?!” echoed both together, turning around sharply.

“Would you like,” she paused thoughtfully and then resumed, “to go someplace — or places,” she corrected, “where you’ve never been before? And see things you’ve never seen before? And know of things you’ve never known before?!” she teased.

Something in her persona had begun to affect them, drawing them back magnetically from the door to the counter again, where she stood with both her hands placed sideways on the glass, her red dress and creamy skin framed by the jet-black velvet drapes in the background, presenting a peculiar picture of elegance, grace, and enigmatic mystery…

She bore so enticing a look that it tantalized them into involuntarily shouting out instantly, “Yes!” 

Now Mrs. Tweedy gave both of them a few more moments to be sure, just in case they might want to change their minds. Her lacquered red nails tapped patiently on the glass counter.

But they didn’t. So, saying, “Good!” decisively, she gestured with her fingers for them to step forward, bending down to pull out a drawer on her right, withdrawing a little trinket box from it. 

The two leaned forward, curious.

She clicked a tab on the box with her perfectly groomed nails, and it snapped open. She turned it towards them to showcase its contents.

“An ATM card. My Appa has it! Axis Bank!” boasted Idhaya.

“No!” she disagreed calmly and turned it towards Karthik.

Karthik simply picked up what lay inside. Well, it was like any ATM card all right, a small flat rectangle with curved edges, smooth and metallic. Just this one glistened like gold! Was it really gold?

He read out the text embossed in its center:

GOLDEN TICKET

GO AS YOU PLEASE

VALID FOR ALL MODES OF TRANSPORT

SEATS 2

It bore a little thumbprint shaped and sized chip on its lower, right-hand corner.

“It’s a ticket — A Golden Ticket,” he said, looking at her for confirmation.

“Yes!” She nodded in agreement. 

He flipped the card over and noted a hologram behind the chip.

“It’s mine. And I’m giving it to you!” said Mrs. Tweedy matter-of-factly to Karthik, as if it was the most natural thing to do. “Now, when you’re absolutely sure and certain you want to go off on a trip, then just press that thumbprint, your right thumbprint — and there — off you go!”

“A trip?!” 

“To where?” Idhaya’s eyes dilated to double the size of almonds they actually were. 

“Could be anywhere, yes, just anywhere! Sounds new to you? That’s good, isn’t it? This is life — you can go places!”

“But… but!” Karthik was a bit muddled. “Can we choose?” he asked on a practical note instead.

“Of course you can! You can choose a mode of travel, yes. Land, air, sea, space, and…”

“Space?!” echoed both together again!

“Yes, why not? Elon Musk is doing it too now! And — ”

“And?”

“The last mode, well, that’s for the very last. Let’s see if you get so far! You have to complete four trips first to qualify for the last! I’ll tell you about it after you finish the fourth…,” she said, sounding so mysterious. “Now listen carefully — you get four full trips with this ticket, one at a time. When you’ve decided the mode of travel, just press your thumb on the chip, affirm aloud to travel by it, and — ”

“And?!”

“And you’re there — that’s it!” She snapped her fingers crisply in the air!

“Just like that?” Idhaya held up her hands in utter disbelief. “Is this magic?”

“No, its technology, just some primitive technology…”

“Don’t we need to pack beforehand?”

“No! It’s just a day trip, each time. You will be back before you’re missed here, I assure you. But remember now, you have to come back and report to me each time, after every single trip. Remember that, will you?”

The two nodded. Then, complete silence ensued. The children’s minds were a mixed bag of emotions.

Mrs. Tweedy remained sedate. And inscrutable. 

“Now run along for your ice creams — go on! And don’t forget to tell me all about your first trip. I’ll be waiting!” she commanded.

Karthik put it into his pocket and touched it hard to make sure it was really there. 

It was. 

They mumbled a puzzled, “Thank you,” to Mrs. Tweedy, exiting the store, and headed off into the street once again, fully aware that Mrs. Tweedy had her hands leaning on the glass table sideways, her fingers still tapping even as her eyes trailed them from behind.

“Do you think she’s still looking at us?” asked Idhaya of Karthik once outside, not daring to turn around.
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