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“Give us your wallet, or else…” 
The three boys encircled me like vultures. They had trailed me to this alley since I left the café, where I worked part-time. They must have known that I had just received my pay.
Silently, I handed over my wallet. These boys would go berserk if I refused. I knew, because they were my schoolmates.
The ringleader opened my tattered wallet and frowned. “Only $200?”
I shrugged. “They don’t pay waiters well.”
He grabbed the cash, then punched me in the stomach.
Pain exploded in my guts as I keeled over. The other two boys gave me a kick each, to reinforce the agony. They loped off, laughing loudly.
I recovered quickly enough; I had been through worse at school and in the orphanage, where I had spent the last three years of my life. As I sat up, panting, my hand instinctively moved to feel my left sock.
They were still there. Two one-hundred-dollar bills. I had kept half of my pay safe.
Suddenly, I had the hair-raising feeling that I was being watched. My eyes scanned the surroundings. It was then that I saw him.
A huddled figure lay beneath sheets of cardboard, deep inside the alley… one of the many homeless guys in this callous city. He appeared to be asleep, but I had the feeling that he was very much awake. Still, I jumped when he suddenly spoke.
“You kept some money aside? But you left some in your wallet too, or they’d have searched you from head to foot.” He chuckled. “Smart boy.” 
I flushed. I was not used to conversing with anyone, let alone strangers. Let alone perceptive, vagrant strangers. As I struggled to stand, holding on to my bruised abdomen, the man came over with surprising agility. 
The flickering street lamp lit up his face. His sunken and unshaven cheeks were typical of a tramp, but his penetrating eyes were not. I frowned. He looked vaguely familiar.
Nevertheless, I was eager to get away quickly. However, I winced as I started walking. 
“You need a rest, sonny, before you move on. ” The man held my shoulders and led me to sit on his cardboard sheets. I had no choice. I needed to get my breath back. He then sat down beside me, and started talking. I was going to ignore him, but his first sentence grabbed my attention.
“You’re probably the last person that I’m going to meet in this world,” he declared, casually. “It’ll be nice to have someone to chat with while I get ready to depart.”
I glanced at him askance. Was he planning to… kill himself? If so, shouldn’t I scoot off before I get involved in a bloody mess? However, something in me made me say, “Oh… sure.”
Maybe he was just lonely. If I chatted with him, he might change his mind about leaving this world. 
The man smiled. “I knew that you were a kind boy. I have an instinct about people. Just as I could tell that you knew those boys. Have they been giving you a hard time?”
I shrugged. “They’re just some of the many bullies from my school.” 
He frowned. “How old are you? Do your parents know about this?”
“I’m sixteen,” I muttered, trying to keep up my bravado. “My parents… died three years ago. I live in an orphanage, and nobody cares.”
His face hardened. “That’s true. Nobody cares. I wish that I had not bothered to come to this cold, harsh world.”
There he went again, mouthing bizarre words. I eyed him speculatively, still finding his face strangely familiar. Then suddenly, I remembered.
About a year ago, the social media had been abuzz with news of a man who had been petitioning governments and scientists to develop clean, renewable energy sources and prevent global warming from fossil fuels. Ignored by them, he had turned to social media to push his cause. He became an overnight sensation because of his shocking proclamation.
He declared that he had come from the future, 300 years from now. That our world would face an apocalypse within decades. That climate change would cause so much devastation that nations will go to war over scarce resources. And that the culmination of both natural and man-made catastrophes will lead to decimation of 99% of the world’s population.
However, his inability to provide evidence of how he had travelled through time led everyone to disbelieve him. Furthermore, he had disappeared from the radar very quickly. As was usual, social media forgot him very quickly as well. 
The man was watching me closely. “You recognise me now, don’t you? And you think, like the rest of the world, that I am either a charlatan or a lunatic. Well, I’m neither.”
I retorted, “Then how did you end up like this?”
His eyes flashed angrily. “Because many governments in this world felt that I was a threat to them. They had invested heavily in fossil fuel companies, and did not want their funds to go to waste. I’m just an ant, easily crushed by such giants. I had to lie low until this could work again…”
He held up his wrist, showing me a normal-looking wristwatch. A non-functioning watch, at that. The clock hands were stationary. 
He said, with a hint of pride, “This is my time machine. I embedded the mechanism into a normal watch. But its energy was depleted after I used it to travel here. Well, time travel does require a lot of energy.” 
He sighed, and his voice turned sombre. “I showed this watch to scientists and politicians in your world, but their knowledge was not advanced enough to understand. As was typical, they dismissed what they could not comprehend.”
	My fists curled. “They did that to my parents too. My parents were scientists who tried to explore alternative clean energy sources, which was why I had followed your news with interest. My parents needed funding for their research, but the government’s condition was that they had to take on other high-risk laboratory jobs first. One day, the laboratory equipment exploded and they…”
	I choked. The nonchalant façade that I had put up over these three years crumbled. The man looked at me silently. Then he turned a knob on his watch. The second hand started to move. 
	“It took one year of sunlight to recharge the watch,” he said, matter-of-factly. “I had come to your time to give warning, to prevent the apocalypse. But no one listened. The watch is finally ready, today. I can return to the future, to my world.”
	  It was not his watch that swayed me; it was just ticking along as a normal watch should. It was his confidence which almost convinced me. But I managed to pull myself back to reality. “Look here, I don’t believe you, but well… Take this.”
	I fished out a one-hundred dollar bill from my sock. “Buy some food with this. You’ll feel better after eating. You won’t want to…”
	“Kill myself?” He chuckled. “You’re the first person here to show me kindness.”
	He fixed his piercing eyes on me. “Because of that, I’ll offer you a ride with me, back to my world. I assure you, It’s a greener, and kinder, world than here.”
	“No way…” I exclaimed.
	“Why not? What’s holding you back here?’
	He had hit where it hurt. There was nothing to keep me here. I had no friends or family. I was all alone. 
	As though he understood, the man asked, very gently, “What’s your name, sonny?”
	I muttered, “Leo. My parents named me after Galileo.”
	He grinned. “How coincidental. I’m Isaac, named after Newton. Thanks for lending me your shoulders.”
	His words lifted me out of my gloom. I’d always liked Newton’s quote: ‘If I have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants’, referring to earlier scientists like Galileo whose research Newton had built on.
	“It’s true. I would not have invented this time machine without the work of scientists like them,” said Isaac. “Especially Einstein. Do you know about him?”
	I hesitated, then nodded. I was a science geek, but I kept my mouth shut after my peers used their fists to tell me that they weren’t as interested.
	Isaac’s eyes lit up. “Well then, don’t hold back. Share with me what you know.”
[bookmark: _Hlk77151340]	I had missed the conversations about science with my parents. Isaac’s invitation opened the floodgates. My words gushed out, “To put it in a nutshell, Einstein is most famous for his elegantly simple equation, E = mc², showing the interchangeability between matter and energy. His theory of special relativity talks about the three dimensions of space and the dimension of time being woven together like a fabric, while his theory of general relativity describes how massive objects can warp this space-time fabric. I myself have often wondered what else can warp it. Black holes? Negative mass? Speed faster than light?”
	Isaac nodded. “Your knowledge may not be polished, but I see passion in you. Now, let me explain how I stood on Einstein’s shoulders to invent my time machine.”
	He was talking gibberish again. But despite my disbelief, I listened intently as he spoke. “To travel through time, I needed to take a short-cut through space-time…”
I blurted out, “A wormhole!”
He smiled. “Tell me what you know.”
Excitedly, I fished out my remaining hundred-dollar bill from my sock and held it up. “I got this idea from one of my favourite books, ‘A Wrinkle in Time’ by Madeleine L'Engle. See the two ends of this bill? If an ant were on one end, it would need to crawl the entire length of the bill to reach the other end. But if I did this,” I folded the bill so that the two ends met. “I would create a short cut for the ant. I imagined the wormhole to be like this.” 
Isaac laughed. “You’re kind of right. But of course, the hard part was folding that space-time. I needed a bit of…”
I interjected, “Exotic matter? Stuff that possessed negative energy, which would repel rather than attract gravity. It’ll help to stabilise the wormhole. But it’s not available…” 
Isaac’s eyes sparkled. “It was available in the post-apocalypse world. The massive disruption of the apocalypse had, inadvertently, created it. But I could only find an infinitesimally tiny amount. Fortunately, that was all I needed. It’s here, inside this watch.”
 I peered at the watch. It still looked like a regular watch to me, the second hand ticking and keeping perfect time. 
“You won’t see what you don’t know,” Isaac’s tone turned bitter. “Eminent scientists in your world had scrutinised it and declared that it didn’t exist. And the politicians gladly believed them. But I’ll admit that I refused to let them tear apart the watch to check, and went into hiding.”
“Is it difficult to assemble back?” I asked, then kicked myself for sounding like I was buying his story.
“Of course! I took twenty years to build it! Furthermore, I didn’t trust them; they might grab the exotic matter to turn into dangerous weapons. There’s not much of it left, though. I estimate that it’s just enough for one more trip. Each time it expended the vast energy required to create the wormhole, its mass decreased. E = mc², remember? That’s why I need to tell you this. If you decide to leave with me, it’s probably a one-way ticket.”
He looked hard at me. “So, do you want this ride?”
 Something in me snapped. Anywhere, anytime would be better than this place, this time. Even if it’s fictional.
I nodded.
Isaac eyed the one-hundred-dollar bill in my hand thoughtfully. “Let’s see, how badly do you want this ride?”
	Did he need more money? Was he scamming me? My heart froze till it cracked, hurting even more than physical punches and kicks. I realised that I had believed him, had thought that he was like my parents…
	But if he needed the money that desperately… 
	“I would give my last cent for the ride, even if it’s fake,” I handed my last one-hundred-dollar bill to him. “Use it well. And live on.” 
	I turned to leave, but Isaac did something that stopped me. He held the bill with the earlier bill, and tore them up. I gasped as the pieces fluttered onto the cardboard sheets.
	“We won’t need these where we are going. I was just checking that you were sure about leaving,” he said, with a wink. “And don’t worry, I’ll look after you. I’m one of the leading scientists in my world. Many youngsters have asked to train under me, but you can be my first disciple. You have brains, as well as heart. A good scientist needs both.”
	He added, quietly, “And most of all, you remind me of the son that I never had.”
	Tears sprung to my eyes. But before I could say anything, he’d tapped on the clock face of his watch, in a series of quick staccatos. “Don’t take your eyes off it,” he commanded.
I didn’t. Something weird was happening to the clock hands. They started to turn faster, and faster, building up to the speed in Einstein’s formula. 
The speed of light.
Somehow, I knew that the almost imperceptible dot holding the clock hands at the centre was providing the humongous energy for this incredible spinning. I also realised that this dot must be the exotic matter. The hands moved faster, and my face moved closer to the watch, till it was all I could see…
The spinning suddenly stopped. I looked up. The dark alley had disappeared. Instead, I was standing on the greenest grass, beneath the bluest sky I’d ever seen.  
Isaac was grinning. “We made it. We’ve travelled 300 years, to the Arctic.” 
…………………………………..
  A year had flown by. It was the busiest, and most fulfilling, year I’d ever had. There was so much to discover in this future world, and so much to learn from Isaac.
However, the world was much smaller in scope now. The climate change in my era had made most of the planet uninhabitable. What was left of the global population had escaped to the Arctic and Antarctic regions, which boasted balmy, tropical climates. Beyond these regions, temperatures were too scorching for life. 
Fortunately, the surviving population had learnt their lesson well. They rebuilt a pristine, unpolluted world with clean, renewable energy sources. The elements of nature like sun, wind, water and even bacteria were harnessed in creative ways to power people’s needs. 
I was blown away by the ingenious and environmentally-friendly inventions that kept the Poles sustainable. A perfect sphere of solar panels encased in a colossal dome trapped and reflected all light that entered, generating massive amounts of energy. Rushing water in melted glaciers powered modified water-wheels, which amplified the kinetic energy to feed to a generator. The winds that swept across endless tundra plains drove wind turbines, winding up spring-based batteries to convert to elastic potential energy for storage. Current-producing bacteria which were just being discovered in my time were genetically modified to augment their electrical production. They were then cultured in biofilms to produce renewable electricity. 
However, I was most fascinated by Isaac’s current venture. He had moved on from time machines to magnetic fields. Together, we studied ways to utilise the earth’s magnetic field for renewable energy, especially since it was strongest at the Poles. We even hoped to extrapolate our research to tap on the interplanetary magnetic fields. At night, we would watch dancing auroras flash through the sky, and discuss how we could harness the energy of the solar winds which powered such brilliant light-shows. 
Besides finding a mentor and father-figure in Isaac, I also enjoyed interacting with my community. They treated me, and each other, with respect and kindness. The Arctic and Antarctic communities communicated frequently via starlight-powered satellites. Although they lived at opposite ends of the globe, they were more closely-knit than next-door neighbours in my old world. They also shared their inventions freely, believing in unity, rather than rivalry. 
I never wanted to leave this new world. But something was nagging at me. I had nightmares of the apocalypse: our motherland and living creatures blistered by sizzling temperatures, drowned by rising sea levels, polluted with rampant waste, and worst of all, bombed by weapons of mass destruction as desperate nations fought for depleting resources…
Isaac must have read my mind. He showed no surprise when one day, I brought the watch to him. He only asked, “Is it working?”
The watch had stopped the moment we arrived here, a year ago. I’d been sunning it each day, wondering if it would ever tick again. 
I turned the knob, my fingers shaking. My heart leapt when the second hand started moving. 
Isaac took the watch and inspected it. “Ah, it still has some life in it. Perhaps… just enough for another trip?”
I whispered, “Yes, I think so. Just one more.” 
Isaac sighed. “You know what happened to me. What makes you think that you’ll succeed?”
I’d thought about it. “I won’t tell anyone that I’ve been to the future; they’d just throw me into an asylum. Instead, I’ll study my hardest to get into the best college, then work my hardest to be the best scientist out there, whom people will listen to. I’ll search out and join forces with like-minded people. We’ll reimagine a greener and a kinder world, and make it come true. Even ants, if united, may move giants.”
Gripping Isaac’s shoulders, I added, “You’ll have to stay here, to continue your exploration of magnetic energy. I promise you, I’ll work on that in my time too. You’ll have my shoulders to stand on.”
Isaac’s face was wet with tears as he clasped the watch onto my wrist. 
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