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CHAPTER ONE The “Monster” in Fluff Monster


Give that back!” I yelled. “I need it!”

My cookies-and-cream colored pup, Fluff Monster, had my precious purple notebook between her teeth.

It was a really important notebook, the one I used for brainstorming possible next adventures. I wrote down all my ideas in there, whether they were good or bad.

As I lunged for the notebook, Fluff Monster scurried away. She was a small dog, but even with such short legs, she could dart out of reach pretty quickly. She hopped up into the cardboard box that could turn into whatever I wanted it to: a submarine, an airplane, even a spaceship. Maybe she was ready for a new mission. After all, I’d taken her to lots of cool places already. We’d flown into a hurricane. We’d gone to hydrothermal vents at the bottom of the sea. I just didn’t know what to do next.

“Do you have any ideas for a new adventure?” I asked Fluff.

But instead of answering, she hopped right out the other side, and then dashed up the basement stairs.

“Fluff Monster!” I shouted, rushing after her.

She’d been so naughty lately. Even though I loved her like a little sister, I was getting kind of tired of it. Maybe I should leave her behind on my next mission. Then I could focus on the things I cared about, like adventure and glory and all that. Instead of making sure she wasn’t chewing on things she wasn’t supposed to chew on.

Fluff ran past the kitchen, where my five-year-old brother, Abu, was on the kitchen floor, screaming and banging his fists on the tiles.

“What’s the matter with him?” I asked.

Dad rubbed his eyes. “He finished his string cheese.”

“I thought we had a mountain of them in the pantry!”

“We do.” Dad sighed. “He’s just mad that the one in his hand somehow disappeared. You know, because he ate it.”

Oh boy. Fluff had been naughty lately, but Abu kept having a fit over anything and everything. But I didn’t have time to help Dad with Abu right now because I needed to get that notebook.

I heard Fluff padding across the dining room and sprinted after her. My grandparents were reading magazines and drinking chai at the table. They still looked very sleepy even though it was almost lunchtime. They had come back to the US late last night—all the way from India. They’d been visiting there for a whole month.

“Where are you off to?” Nana said with a yawn.

“Fluff Monster stole my notebook!” I said, running past him.

“Bribe her with a treat,” Nani suggested.

Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. I went back into the kitchen and grabbed one of her favorite peanut butter biscuits. Then I followed the sound of her paws scampering across the hallway, into the den. Mom and my twelve-year-old cousin Ash were sitting at the messy desk, looking at Ash’s science fair report on a laptop.

“Wow, so it really rains diamonds on Neptune?” Ash asked.

What? Diamond rain? For real? That distracted me from Fluff and the notebook.
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CHAPTER TWO Idea Muncher


When we recreated the conditions on Neptune in our lab,” Mom said, “tiny diamonds did form. But it’s only theoretical at this point.”

Mom was an astrophysicist. That meant she studied stars and outer-space stuff. She worked in a lab and did experiments, and had to give lots of talks with fancy slides to impress people so she could do even more experiments. I usually didn’t pay too much attention, but diamond rain sounded pretty cool.

“So you don’t know for sure?” Ash returned.

“Nope. I’m sure you’ve read that no spacecraft has made it into Neptune’s interior…”

The sound of pages being torn reminded me of my naughty puppy. I bent down to find Fluff Monster munching on a page out of my notebook, which was lying next to her. Covered in puppy drool. Yuck.

I grabbed it and flipped the pages to find what was missing. “No, no, no…”

“Are you okay, honey?” Mom asked, putting a hand on my back.
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“No!” I yelled. “Fluff Monster ate all my ideas!”

“I’m sorry, dear,” Mom said. “I hope you can remember them.”

I sniffled. “I don’t know.”

“Why don’t you take Fluff Monster for a walk?” Mom said. “She probably took your notebook because she was bored and wanted attention.”

“She doesn’t deserve a walk!” I wailed.

“If she gets more exercise, she’ll be too tired to get into trouble,” Mom said. “Besides, you promised that you would help out if we got a puppy. I expect you to keep that promise.”

“I’ll come with you,” Ash offered. “I could use a break from my homework.”

Mom ruffled their hair. “You’ve been working hard. A break sounds good. You can finish up your report later.”

“Okay, Mausi.” Ash smiled.

They were one of my coolest cousins. They had electric-blue hair and matching wing-shaped glasses and always wore lots of funky clothes. Today they wore a green blazer with a sparkly tie and black jeans with stars patched all over them. I always wished I could be more like Ash, but Mom would never let me dye my hair. Also, being twelve sounded hard. Ash always had so much homework. I felt like I already had enough chores to do right now, and I was only eight.

I sighed. “Let’s get this walk over with, then.”

Ash patted my back. “That’s the spirit!”
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CHAPTER THREE The Snot Disaster


Of course Dad made us take Abu on the walk too. Probably because he was tired of Abu’s string cheese tantrum. Fluff and Abu were driving everyone up the wall!

It was nice to get outside, though. The sun shone brightly, and spring flowers were growing everywhere.

“Achoo!” Ash’s sneeze was loud enough to startle Fluff.

“Allergies?” I asked.

“Spring isn’t my favorite,” Ash said. “But at least Fluff likes it.”

Fluff sniffed a bush full of flowers, her tail wagging happily.

Abu tugged on my sleeve. “Can I hold the leash?”

“No!” I kept a tight hold of it. “You’ll probably drop it, and then we’ll have to chase her all over the neighborhood.”

“That only happened once!”

“It happened three times last week.”

“You’re bossy!” Abu glared angrily at me.

“Am not,” I said.

“Well,” Ash said, “maybe you could give Abu another chan—achoo! Achoo!”

“Are you okay?” I asked.

Ash blew their nose into a tissue. “Achoo! Um, I’m fine. Anyway, Abu won’t learn unless you give him a chance.”

“No, he’ll get us in trouble,” I insisted. “I don’t want to have to chase after Fluff when he lets go of the leash again.”

Abu stomped his feet. “You’re the meanest!”

I ignored him, and we kept walking in silence. Well not exactly silence, since Ash sneezed about a million more times.

At the dog park, Fluff Monster got excited and started tugging hard on the leash. She wheezed in her harness while bounding toward her best friend in the world, a little terrier named Bandit.

“Hi!” Amy, Bandit’s owner, waved at us. “Those two just can’t stay apart!”

“Does Fluff somehow know when Bandit’s going to be here?” I freed Fluff from the leash since the park was fenced in.

“She must have good instincts,” Ash said. “Achoo!”

Fluff sprinted to sniff Bandit. After saying their doggie hellos, they began running in circles together, playing puppy tag.

“Achoo!” This time Ash sneezed so hard that snot was hanging out of their nose in a long slimy ribbon. “Shoot. I’m out of tissues.”

I didn’t have any, but Amy dug around in her purse and found a pack. As she handed one to Ash, a kid with floppy brown hair and a big smile came up.

“Ash? What’re you doing here?”

“Ack!” My cousin fumbled with the tissue, turning around to blow hard. Finally, they faced us—with a big silly grin on their face.
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