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For my husband—and our boundless adventures

—M. P.

For Mummum and Babai for letting me be myself, wild and free like the sea!

—A. D.
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CHAPTER ONE Glitter Bomb


The best part about school projects is definitely the glitter.

I was working on a poster for my ocean creatures presentation on the dining room table, and I added another dash of red glitter, just to make the tummy of my immortal jellyfish look extra bright.

“Can I help?” asked my five-year-old little brother, Abu.

“No way,” I said. “This needs to be perfect.”

Abu made a pouty face, and then snatched the glitter bottle.

“Stay away!” I said.

He got an evil-little-brother look. The next thing I knew, a glitter bomb exploded all over us!

Our cookies-and-cream-colored Havanese puppy, Fluff Monster, yapped and ran in circles in the cloud of red sparkles. It got all over her fur. All over my hair. All over Abu the most. He looked like he was made of sparkly fire.

Mom came in to see what Fluff Monster was barking about. She took one look at Abu, and just shook her head. I waited for her to get super mad but instead she laughed. “New look you’re trying out?”

Abu grinned and twirled. “Yeah, do I look good?”

“Very good,” Mom said. But she also fixed him with a stern look and held out her hand.

He stopped twirling and gave her the glitter shaker.

“Thank you,” Mom said.

I rolled my eyes because it seemed like Abu never got into trouble for anything. But Mom would probably yell at me for making a mess on the table.

She came over to look at my poster. “Wow, Sejal! Your project is coming out so nicely. I wish I could live forever like the immortal jellyfish!”

Phew. She was smiling at least. Maybe her latest experiments at her science lab had been going well or something.

“Sorry about the mess on the dining table,” I said, “but Fluff Monster kept stealing my markers when I tried to work on it in the basement.”

I loved Fluff, but she could definitely be naughty sometimes. And she really liked stealing anything that was stick-shaped, like pencils or markers. The dining table was too high for her to reach, though.

Mom rubbed my shoulders. “It’s okay. Not like we’re expecting anyone today.”

“Nope, just a normal evening!” Dad said cheerfully from the kitchen. “We can eat dinner on the kitchen island.”

I noticed he was wearing his favorite frilly apron and was stirring a big pot with lots of steam coming out. Something smelled good, but I’d been so busy working on my project that I hadn’t paid attention until right now.

Just then, Fluff Monster started barking at the front door.
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CHAPTER TWO Pet Penguins


Do you want to see who it is?” Mom asked.

I shrugged. “Maybe they’re just delivering the mail really late?”

Fluff had great hearing and always knew when someone was on the porch. It was usually just a postal worker, though.

“Woof! Woof! Woof!” Fluff Monster barked some more.

Then the doorbell rang, so I guessed it wasn’t just regular mail. Maybe a package?

“Go on,” said Mom.

She had a goofy grin on her face. So did Dad. I didn’t know why they were being so mysterious, but I went to the door.

When I saw Neela Phua’s smiling face through the window, I screamed in delight and dropped the marker I was holding. Of course Fluff Monster snatched it right up, but I couldn’t care about that when my awesome aunt was here. I hadn’t seen her in months!

I pulled the door open and leaped into my aunt’s arms. “Neela Phua! You’re back from Antarctica?”
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“Just got home yesterday.” She squeezed me back and plopped a wet kiss onto my forehead. “I thought it would be fun to surprise you.”

“Did you bring me a pet penguin?” I asked.

Neela Phua laughed and gently put me back on the ground. “You know that our motto is to leave living creatures in their natural habitats.”

“So you didn’t bring me even one little baby penguin?” I peeked inside the top of her purse. Nope, no penguins in there.

“Sorry, dear,” Neela Phua said. “There weren’t any gift shops at our station either. Only other scientists like me were there.”

Abu ran over to give Neela Phua a big hug also. Then he puffed out his chest. “I’m going to be a famous scientist when I grow up too. And all the penguins will be my friends.”

My family was full of scientists. My mom was an astrophysicist (studying stars and planets). My dad worked in neuroscience (stuff about brains). And Neela Phua, Dad’s sister, was a marine biologist. I had a ton of other aunts and uncles who did science-y stuff, too.

Neela Phua patted Abu’s head. “That sounds lovely. And I suppose you’re still planning to be an adventurer, Sejal?”

I nodded. “Science is cool, but there are enough scientists in this family already. I want to go out and explore things and see the whole world! Maybe even the whole universe!”

“Sounds like an excellent plan,” Neela Phua said.

“Mmf! Mmf!” squeaked Fluff Monster. She wanted Neela Phua’s attention even though she still had my stolen marker in her mouth.

“I missed you too, Fluff.” My aunt scratched her behind the ears. “So, Sejal, where has that cardboard box you love so much taken you recently? Any more treasure hunting or trips to the moon?”

I grinned at her. “Well, we did fly into a hurricane…”
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CHAPTER THREE Weird but Cool


When we walked back to the dining room, my parents had put away my project supplies, and the table now had a bunch of delicious-looking (and smelling) food on it.

“So much for eating around the kitchen island!” I said.

Dad winked at me as he pulled out a chair for Neela Phua. “Well, since we have a surprise guest, I thought maybe the table would be better.”

I could tell he was joking and that he’d known all along that Neela Phua was coming. But it really was a good surprise, since she was such a fun aunt. Besides, Dad had made my favorite catfish curry dish. Yum.

Neela Phua closed her eyes and sniffed. “Oh my, I missed Indian food so much! This smells amazing.”

As she piled up her plate, Dad made one for me, and Mom made one for Abu. Fluff Monster finally dropped my slobbered-on marker to sniff around under the table. There wasn’t anything to lick up yet, but I’d be sure to drop a bit of rice for her.

Mom lit the candles. “What’s life like in Antarctica, Neela?”

“Very cold,” said Neela Phua. “So cold that we have to be really careful. If you even drop your mitten, you could get frostbite on your hand. It’s not an easy place to be.”

“How do animals live there, then?” I asked.

“They’ve adapted to the cold,” Neela Phua said as she scooped up some fish curry with her poori. She had a bit of spicy yellow sauce on her chin, but she didn’t seem to care. She ate like she hadn’t had anything good for months. “Penguins have feathers that keep them warm. The fish there have special proteins to keep their bodies from freezing. But we humans don’t. Honestly, I could use a trip to the beach!”

I snuck Fluff Monster a little bit of poori under the table. I knew she wasn’t supposed to have too much human food, but it was a very tiny piece. “Maybe you can help teach Fluff how to swim. She’s scared of the water.”
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Neela Phua smiled. “That sounds fun. Now, your mom told me you have a big presentation tomorrow?”

I nodded. “Yes. I just hope Jonah doesn’t ask any questions about it.”

“Who’s Jonah?” Neela Phua asked.

“He’s a boy in my class,” I said sourly. Even thinking about him made me feel like I was sucking on a lemon. “He always calls me weird. He thinks everything I do is weird.”

“ ‘Weird’ is just another word for ‘cool,’ ” Neela Phua said, patting my hand. “There are some very weird—and cool—creatures in the ocean! Like barreleye fish. They have a clear head that looks like the windshield of a submarine, and their eyes are big green round balls that face up inside their heads. They can actually look in different directions.”

“Weird,” I said.

“And cool,” Neela Phua added.

Okay, she had a point. Weird could definitely be cool. But did Jonah know that?
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