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  To Ragnar . . .

My middle son. Loud, tenderhearted, patient, hilarious, and so creative you made a necklace from a spiral-bound notebook, Arizona tea can, and elk bones that some carnivore abandoned in the meadow. When I was published, you invited me to speak in your first grade class. "My mom writes and writes and writes and sends her writing to be published and they say no over and over and over again and they never ever say yes, never!" Mrs. Bain pointed at my book. "Oh, except that!" When Leia, our Newfoundland, stole your giant jawbreaker, you simply washed it off. You two had a special bond. In fact, I saw Nessie steal your most recent jawbreaker . . . unless it’s the same one! You convinced your buddies to read my romantic comedies. I doubt other authors can boast that sixth-grade boys made Minecraft builds based on their romances. I once confiscated a 1,000-page novel from your backpack on a four-day backpacking trip. And you can convince anyone to read a book. With crafty statements like: "You would hate this book," and "I can imagine how much you’d cry if you read this page," you win them over. You challenge us with wild philosophical arguments, always stick up for your friends, and beat your dad at boardgames more than anyone. You always make me think and bring so much fun and laughter into our world. Thank you. I am ever grateful that God has allowed me to call you my son.
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Isaiah 32:18

“My people will live in peaceful dwelling places,

in secure homes,

in undisturbed places of rest.”
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Chapter 1
Phooey’s Mighty Battle


Phooey Kerflooey faced the angry squirrel. 
Her fur bristled and her tail stuck out straight behind her. 
She would battle Rasputin for her new home. 
Phooey weighed twenty-two pounds, much more than a squirrel. She had floppy ears and the squirrel did not. She had a beautiful tail and the squirrel . . . Well, the squirrel also had a beautiful tail. 
But Phooey was fierce. So very fierce. She could do this. She might even growl. Nothing could stop a puppy princess once she growled!
Rasputin chittered and chewed on a stolen hotdog bun from the counter. 
Phooey ignored the danger and stepped forward. There, so brave! Almost brave enough to growl. She would definitely be growling soon. Her boys were here. Her fluffy dog bed was here. Her fancy, fancy teacup filled with ice-cold water was here. Now that she had a home, she would not let some pesky squirrel take it away.
Phooey looked at her very favorite boy, Conner.
Conner zoomed his wheelchair around the corner, waving a foam sword in the air. “A house with a squirrel can never be a home! Onward, Phooey!”
Phooey looked at her very favorite boy, Marcus.
Marcus moved his gaze between Phooey and his younger brother. “I only said that one time, Conner. The more you shout it, the more I think maybe I was wrong.” He pulled a small notebook from his pocket and muttered as he scribbled. "What are the dangers of having a squirrel in the house?" He looked around the room. "One, destroyed comic books. Two, shredded shoe laces. Three, stolen food."
Phooey looked at her very much not-favorite squirrel, Rasputin.
She bristled her tail and took another itty-bitty step onward. So brave. So beautiful. Definitely onward. This was her moment. Her fearsome attack was coming . . . any minute now. Like a beautiful forest wolf, Phooey bared her teeth. She gulped down a breath and crouched.
Finally, Phooey Kerflooey growled. 
There, she’d done it! Rasputin was as good as gone, now.
The squirrel flicked his tail and pranced off with a packet of fruit snacks.
“No, you were totally right, Marcus. How can this be home with that squirrel wrecking everything. Plus, the more you call it ‘wheelchair-safe house #4’ the more I hate this place. Who wants safe? Not me!”
“Clearly,” Marcus said. He pointed to his notebook full of dangers. “But launching your chair off the porch lost us wheelchair-safe house #2 and launching your chair down the stairs lost us wheelchair-safe house #3. You’ve got to stop launching off, down, and over stuff.”
Phooey looked back and forth between her boys. They looked upset. She had to fix this. She was their puppy princess. Her soft fur brought smiles. Her waggy tail brought laughter. Her slurpy kisses brought screams of joy. Those had been screams of joy, right?
“You think this is bad?” Marcus said. “No grass, no trees. Just bland, gray safety that’s ten whole blocks from the skate park. Imagine what wheelchair-safe house #5 will look like! Dad and Mom will have us living in a hamster ball next if we aren’t careful.”
“No, being careful won’t fix this.” Conner gripped his foam sword. “Rasputin is a destroyer of homes! Remember that verse about the peaceful dwellings? Onward, Phooey!”
Phooey lowered to her belly and oozed toward the squirrel. Onward. She was for sure going onward—almost a whole inch!
“What?” Marcus froze, staring at his brother. “You actually remember the memory verse?”
“Isaiah 32:18!” Conner shouted at the squirrel. “‘My people will live in peaceful dwelling places, in secure homes, in undisturbed places of rest.’ Look around, Marcus. Not peaceful, not secure—so disturbed.”
Rasputin shredded a paper towel roll then bounded across the floor to nibble a packet of ramen noodles.
Phooey crept across the floor. OK, so she hadn’t gotten him the last time, but now she would for sure save the day. Really soon. Any minute, now . . . 
“The house is fine, Conner. Sure, I miss the porch swing and everything, but it’s a house. It’s fine.”
Conner tossed a paintball at Rasputin.
The squirrel grabbed it and took a big bite, spraying blue paint across the counter.
“Gaw! See? Rasputin is the worst.” Conner’s eyes flashed as he shot a look at his brother. Then he turned his glare toward the squirrel. “Get him, girl. Get that lily-liver’d knave!”
Marcus groaned. “Not more Shakespearean insults. I thought Mom took away that book.”
Conner grinned and pulled a mug from the pouch under his chair. “Yeah, but Grandma also got us a Shakespearean insult mug!”
Phooey froze, waiting for her bravery to arrive. The Shakespearean insult didn’t send her any magic powers. It was so fancy that she’d been hopeful. She had already growled, so there was no turning back. She would make this house a home for her boys. Phooey bunched her strong muscles, gave a ferocious yip of doom, then charged.
She galloped across the kitchen floor at Jet-Dog speed.
Rasputin flicked his tail and gave an evil chitter.
Phooey took the corner around the garbage can super-fast.
Rasputin bounded to the floor right in front of her and flicked his tail.
Phooey gave a fearsome bark and stiffened her legs. Her paws slipped and slid. She wasn’t stopping. The shiny, shiny kitchen floor was too slick. Phooey skidded toward Rasputin like a runaway moose. She couldn’t stop! 
Rasputin squeaked out a challenge and darted to the side.
Phooey slipped past Rasputin, smashed through a stack of decorative pinecones, and crunched right into a bag of potato chips that Great Aunt Stella had just set down. 
Everything was silent for a moment. Then an onion rolled off the cutting board, across the counter, and plunged downward, smooshing Phooey’s tail. Phooey lifted her snout in a howl of pain and fled the room as fast as her fuzzy paws could go.
“See,” Conner muttered. “Not peaceful, not secure . . . so disturbed.”





Hey, kids.                                                    Draw a picture of me almost chasing Rasputin!
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Chapter 2
Puppy Boxer


Phooey bounded away from her boys. 
Conner zoomed after her in his wheelchair, waving his favorite gray army guy in the air. “Grab her! She’ll be so brave in that shirt!”
Marcus dove and slid across the kitchen floor. He snagged her back paw. 
Phooey shook free, barked, and kept running.
Marcus flopped over and stared at the ceiling, panting. “I don’t think she wants to wear it.” He held up a tiny gray sweatshirt and wiped some sweat off his face.
Phooey glanced back from her safe spot under the table. Marcus did look sad. Should she wear the horrible shirt? Would it help her chase away that bad squirrel for her boys?
Conner skidded toward her in his chair, taking the corner so fast one of his wheels left the ground. “This is important. We’re working on our memory verse!”
“No,” Marcus said, “we’re making our puppy wear clothes and chase squirrels. What if we just snuggled Phooey and read the verse? You could even draw a comic about it.” 
Phooey wagged. That sounded nice.
Marcus tiptoed toward her with the sweatshirt behind his back. 
Phooey froze and then bolted.
“Remember, a peaceful home . . .”
Marcus slowly finished his brother’s thought. “Is a squirrel-free home.” He looked at the little sweatshirt. “Peaceful home, huh? What happened to playing paintball and jumping your wheelchair, Conner? Since when do you care about peace?” 
Conner grinned. “Since it means chasing a squirrel in the house!”
Phooey ducked back under the table. That squirrel was scary.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Does she really need to wear this to chase squirrels? What if we just feed her ham?”
Ham! Phooey wagged faster and ran back toward Marcus.
Conner wheeled away from the fridge. “Maybe later. Phooey needs to train, just like a boxer who has to punch things and run up and down stairs before he’s ready to fight the champ. After training, she’ll chase Rasputin away!”
“But the ham works.” Marcus held a small square of ham in the air. 
Phooey’s nose followed its path.
“Down, Phooey!”
Phooey’s body slammed down. Ham!
Conner zoomed around them. “Ham is fine for down, stay, and speak, but she’s also afraid of stuff. So much stuff. Once she wears the tiny sweatshirt and trains, she’ll stop being afraid of water bowls, shiny floors, the Christmas cactus, and that awful squirrel!” Conner waved Gray Army Guy in the air and grinned.
Phooey shot the terrible toy a glare. How had they cleaned it up so fast? Last night her boys, her very own boys, had taken away her pink dolly and replaced it with the awful gray army guy. 
Gray Army Guy even had an angry ferret perched on his shoulder. The ferret was furry and brown. Its tail was puffed up with rage and its itty-bitty teeth were showing in a mean snarl. Phooey had gone poo right on the army guy’s ferret! Had her boys scrubbed the icky toy off instead of getting Dolly? She sighed and glanced over at her special water dish.
At least they had finally replaced the awful metal bowl with her fancy, fancy teacup. It had taken a dangerous quest and falling from a giant tower of pillows to get it, but the fancy, fancy teacup was now full of water. Her boys could learn. Why didn’t they know that her doll would make her braver than a weird sweatshirt or that army guy and his ferret?
“Gotcha!” Marcus scooped up Phooey and cradled her against his chest. He wobbled a bit, but heaved her up higher into his arms. “Are you sure tiny clothes are the answer?”
“Yes, and training. Combat training!” Conner zipped his chair toward the front room, but Marcus jumped in the way.
“Not Mom’s showroom! She has it decorated for client tours. I think this month it’s gray and lavender with sage-green pillows, or something. No doghair included.”
Phooey snuggled in Marcus’s arms and wagged.
“Onward!” Conner pointed down the hall. “We can’t train her in the kitchen until she stops being afraid of shiny floors. To the basement stairs!”
“You can’t drive down stairs!” Marcus hoisted Phooey onto his shoulder and followed his brother. “That’s the whole point of wheelchair-safe house #4, no stairs! I mean, except in the basement, because who goes to the basement?” 
“Us!” Conner shouted. “We go to the basement
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