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    To my parents,who taught me the discipline of study, and then, without ever saying so directly, made room for the other thing like the stories I couldn't stop writing on the side. You never made me choose between the two. This book is proof that you didn't have to.
And to my elder brother,who has teased me for as long as I can remember, and loved me for longer. Every jab was its own kind of encouragement. Thank you for never once letting me take myself too seriously and for always being there when it mattered.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE SHADOW AND THE SEA

Two Tales of Family, Friendship, and Far-Away Places

[image: ]


[image: ]

written by

Aradhya Jha

edited and expanded for young readers everywhere

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

For every child who has ever built a whole kingdom out of couch cushions,
talked for hours to someone who couldn't talk back,
or fallen asleep still thinking up "just one more" ending.
And for Aradhya, whose imagination filled every page of this book
long before an editor ever touched it.
A Note from the Editor
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Dear Reader,

Every so often, a story arrives that is simply too good, too full of heart, too strange and wonderful and alive, to stay tucked away in a drawer. That is exactly what happened here.

The two tales in this book began as stories written by a nine-year-old author with an extraordinary imagination: one about a family who feels everything deeply, across generations, across countries, and across a great deal of very real love; and another about a mermaid girl with an entire planet's worth of problems and a robotic owl who never once complains about listening to all of them.

As editor, my job was simply to help these stories stretch out and breathe, to add some detail here, some dialogue there, to smooth a few rough edges and gently reimagine one or two ideas so they would shine even brighter for readers of every age. But every character, every plot twist, every wonderfully unexpected detail, the twins who share one heart, the boy found at last in a house with a good roof, the mermaid whose tail fades from lavender to rose, the owl with eleven different chirps, all of it began in one remarkable young imagination.

I hope you enjoy meeting these families, real and rainbow-colored alike, as much as I enjoyed helping their stories find their way onto these pages.

Warmly,
Sheetal and Aradhya


PART 1 # The Girl Who Turned to Shadow

[image: ]

Part 1 # Chapter 1: A Family Full of Feelings
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LONG BEFORE NAVA AND Naya were born  long before their mother Reena had even learned to ride a bicycle, there was a little girl named Ava who lived in a tall, narrow house with a red door and a garden that never quite decided what it wanted to grow.

Ava's family was, in the nicest possible way, a family full of feelings. When they were happy, the whole house rang with laughter and the smell of cardamom tea. When they were sad, even the teakettle seemed to whistle a little more slowly. That is simply how it was in Ava's family: feelings were never kept quietly in a drawer. They were felt, all the way through, by everyone at once.

Ava had an uncle, her mother's brother whom everyone called Bhaiya, and Bhaiya had a son he loved more than his morning cup of chai, more than his Sunday crossword, more than anything at all. But when the boy grew ill and, very suddenly, was gone, something in Bhaiya went quiet in a way that tea and time could not quite fix. His sorrow did not stay folded up inside him. It drifted out through the house like the smell of rain, and soon Ava's grandmother  Bhaiya's own mother carried a little of that sorrow too, the way mothers do, without ever being asked.

Ava was young when this happened, too young to understand grief the way grown-ups understand it, but old enough to notice that grown-up sadness has a smell and a sound and a certain way of making a bright room feel dim. She would climb into her grandmother's lap in the evenings and simply sit there, saying nothing, which turned out to be exactly the right thing to do.

Years slipped by the way years do quickly when you are having fun, and quickly, too, it turns out, when you are simply growing up. Ava's parents grew old together, the way the very best stories promise people will, and when they had each seen ninety years of sunrises, they passed away within the same gentle season, holding hands, as they had for most of their lives. The house with the red door felt enormous and quiet for a while.

But houses fill up again. That is the secret nobody tells you about sad and empty houses: given enough time and enough love, they fill right back up.

Ava grew up, and grew kind, and grew into exactly the sort of mother who remembers to pack an extra biscuit in your lunchbox just in case. She had a daughter of her own, a bright, curious, endlessly chattering little girl named Reena, who had her grandmother's dimples and her great-uncle Bhaiya's habit of loving people with her whole entire heart.

And it was Reena not the sadness, not the empty house, not even the red front door who would carry the family's story forward into the next chapter.

Because feelings, Ava liked to say while tucking Reena into bed each night, are not something to be afraid of. They are simply proof that you have loved something. And the family Ava came from had never once, in all its years, been short on love.


Part 1 # Chapter 2: Reena and the Best Friend
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REENA'S SCHOOL SAT at the top of a hill with a playground so large that on windy days the swings would creak all on their own, as if invisible children were using them too. It was here, on an ordinary Tuesday that felt like nothing special at all, that Reena's whole world quietly got bigger.

She was sitting under the big neem tree at lunchtime, peeling an orange with the careful patience of someone who liked to keep the peel in one long curling ribbon, when a girl with two lopsided braids and a gap-toothed grin plopped down beside her without being invited.

"I'm Ana," the girl said, as though this explained everything. "You peel oranges the exact same way I do. That means we should be friends."

Reena considered this logic for exactly two seconds before deciding it was, in fact, excellent logic. "Okay," she said. "I'm Reena."

By the time the lunch bell rang, they had traded half their sandwiches, invented a secret handshake with far too many steps to ever remember correctly, and agreed that swings were better than slides, which was, of course, obviously true.

That evening, Reena burst through the red front door in a whirlwind of backpack straps and news. "Mama, Mama, I made a best friend and her name is Ana and she has a dog named Biscuit and she can do a cartwheel and can she PLEASE come over?"

Ava, who had learned long ago that the best way to answer an excited nine-year-old was with an equally excited nine-year-old's energy, said, "Well then, we simply must invite her for a playdate."

Ana arrived that Saturday with her hair in the same lopsided braids and a gift of exactly three seashells "for good luck," she explained solemnly, though she could not say why seashells were lucky or where they had come from. Ava made the girls hot cocoa with too many marshmallows, the way children secretly believe cocoa should always be made, and the two friends sat at the kitchen table giggling about nothing in particular until their upper lips were rimmed in chocolate.

Afterward, they disappeared into the little playroom upstairs, where a shiny new tablet sat charging on its stand. Reena and Ana propped it up between them and played a racing game, shrieking with laughter every time one of their cars spun off the track. Ava passed by the doorway once, twice, a third time, and each time she saw the girls hunched close over the glowing little screen, she said nothing at all. She simply noticed, and waited, the way good mothers often do.

When Ana's mother came to collect her, and hugs and secret-handshake goodbyes had been exchanged at the red front door, Ava sat down beside Reena on the porch steps.

"Did you have a good day?" Ava asked.

"The best," said Reena, still glowing.

"I noticed you and Ana spent a lot of it looking at a screen," Ava said gently. "Screens can be fun for a little while, but you know what I noticed you two were even better at?"

Reena tilted her head. "What?"

"Talking. Laughing about the orange peels. Inventing that handshake I still can't remember the steps to." Ava smiled. "Those are the things Ana will remember when she's your age and telling her own children about her best friend. I don't think she'll remember the racing game nearly as much."

Reena thought about this for a long moment, in the serious way that only children thinking about something for the very first time can manage. "Okay, Mama," she said. "Next time we'll build a fort instead."

And they did. In fact, for years afterward, whenever Reena and Ana were together, there was always more fort-building, more orange-peeling, more secret handshakes than screens which is, perhaps, one small reason their friendship lasted long enough to become the kind grown-ups tell stories about.


Part 1 # Chapter 3: The Twins Who Felt Everything
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IF AVA'S FAMILY HAD a reputation for feeling things deeply, then Reena's daughters inherited that reputation the way some children inherit their grandmother's nose or their great-uncle's laugh.

Nava and Naya arrived within four minutes of each other on a rainy Tuesday in spring, and from the very start, they were nearly impossible to tell apart except for one small, telling difference. Naya cried when she was hungry. Nava cried when Naya cried. It was as though the two of them shared not just a birthday but a single, oversized heart, split carefully down the middle and tucked into two small bodies.

As they grew, this closeness only deepened. If Nava scraped her knee, Naya would wince and rub her own knee in sympathy. If Naya lost a game of hopscotch, Nava would sulk right alongside her, even though she herself had won. Reena often joked that raising twins who felt every feeling twice over was rather like living inside a house with excellent acoustics  everything echoed.

One rainy afternoon  the family did seem to have a talent for rainy afternoons  Nava was rummaging through an old wooden trunk in the attic, hunting for a missing umbrella, when she found something far more interesting: a bundle of yellowed letters tied with faded ribbon, and beneath them, an old photograph of a couple she did not recognize.

"Mama," she called down the attic stairs, "who are these people?"

Reena climbed up, and when she saw the photograph, her voice grew soft in the particular way grown-up voices go soft when they are about to tell you something old and important. "Those," she said, "are your great-great-grandparents. Ava's parents. They lived to be ninety years old, side by side, and when it was time to go, they went together, holding hands."

Naya, who had followed her sister up the creaking stairs, sat down cross-legged on the dusty floor. "Were they sad when they died?"

"I don't think so," Reena said. "I think by then they'd loved each other so completely that going together felt more like finishing a very long, very good story than an ending at all. But," she added, tapping the letters gently, "before that, this family knew a great deal of sorrow too. Your great-great-great-uncle Bhaiya lost his son, and his sadness moved through this whole family like weather moves through a valley  everyone felt a little of the rain."

Something about this story settled deep into the twins that afternoon, the way important things sometimes do, quietly, without announcing themselves. Nava, especially, could not stop thinking about it. She thought about Bhaiya's sadness at dinner. She thought about it while brushing her teeth. She thought about it long after Naya had fallen asleep beside her, because  like their mother and their great-grandmother before them  the twins still shared a bedroom, still slept in beds pushed together so close you could barely see the crack between the mattresses.

"Do you think," Nava whispered into the dark one night, "that sadness can be passed down? Like Grandma's nose, or Mama's laugh?"

Naya, half-asleep, murmured, "That's a silly thing to wonder about at bedtime."

But Nava kept wondering anyway. And within the family, of all the many feelings passed down through the years  the love, the laughter, the loyalty, the enormous soft hearts , it was, unfortunately, about to turn out that sadness could indeed find its way from one generation to the next, if it was never quite let go of.

None of them knew that


Part 1 # Chapter 4: The Night Nava Turned to Shadow















Part 1 # Chapter 5: The Hush Tower


















Part 1 # Chapter 6: Naya's Turn


















Part 1 # Chapter 7: The Secret in the Silver Box


















Part 1 # Chapter 8: The Journey to India

















Part 1 # Chapter 9: The House in Maharashtra



















Part 1 # Chapter 10: A Place to Sleep















Part 1 # Chapter 11: Three Girls and a Wedding of Years












Part 1 # Chapter 12: Forty-Three Days by the Sea













Part 1 # Chapter 13: The Surprise Trip and the House by the Birch Trees
















Part 2 # Pearl of Aquarina



Part 2 # Chapter 1: A Girl With a Lot of Problems















Part 2 # Chapter 2: Bubbles the Robotic Owl















Part 2 # Chapter 3:When Mother Fell Sick













Part 2 # Chapter 4:The Royal Palace Field Trip













Part 2 # Chapter 5: Waiting for the Pearl Collector
















Part 2 # Chapter 6: The Seaweed Bag

















Part 2 # Chapter 7: The Most Beautiful Pearl in the World
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