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CRACK!! The lightning strike lit up the room, followed by a rumble of thunder. The dark and stormy skies matched Riley’s mood.

“Why did it have to rain today?” she complained to her best friend, Ava. “We were supposed to find the mystery egg at the Dinosaur Dig. No way we can ride our bikes through this storm.” A flash of lightning struck again, like an exclamation point on her disappointment. 

Riley and Ava sat at the mahogany card table in the parlor of the Veil Crest Manor Apartments, watching the rain pelt against the windows. Most kids would call it a living room, but since Veil Crest used to be a mansion, the residents preferred the fancier word “parlor.” 

Ava opened her pink iPad, typed in Dinosaur Dig, and smiled at Riley. “Cheer up, girlfriend. The dig’s been canceled. It’s raining too hard and it’s supposed to get worse. They rescheduled the dig for next weekend!”

“Sweet! Yes!” shouted Riley, high-fiving Ava. 

“Girls, inside voices, please,” said Mr. Goliath, who sat by the fireplace reading a book. 

Mr. Goliath, despite his name, was short and skinny, with a balding head. His thick glasses made him look like he had one gigantic eye, so maybe his name wasn’t too far off. He lived in 2A, which was directly above the apartment Riley shared with her mom, who was the live-in manager. Mr. Goliath was nice enough, but he did like things to be quiet.

“Sorry, Mr. Goliath,” the girls said in unison.

Riley leaned closer to Ava and whispered, “So, what are we going to do now?”

“We could go to my apartment and play Dream Phone,” Ava whispered back.

Riley and Ava had been friends ever since they were five years old. That was when Ava’s family, the Swifts, moved in to Veil Crest Manor. The girls were ten now and couldn’t remember a time they hadn’t been together. Until Ava moved in, Riley had been the only kid at the Manor. Since she didn’t have any brothers or sisters, she spent her time around the adults who lived there. As a toddler, she was good at amusing them by dancing about and making funny faces. They thought she was adorable, with her almond-shaped hazel eyes and her wavy brown hair. They gave her candies and pats on the head. It would have been easy for Riley to be jealous of Ava taking some of her spotlight, but she wasn’t.

Riley was outgoing and adventurous, always up for a challenge. Ava was quiet and serious. Her idea of adventure was immersing herself in Harry Potter. Where Riley was short for her age, Ava was tall. Riley loved wearing jeans and t-shirts. Ava was happy wearing anything, but it had to be pink. Riley struggled with her schoolwork, while Ava possessed a photographic memory. Despite their differences, they complemented each other perfectly. 

“No, let’s not play Dream Phone,” Riley said, thinking how embarrassing it would be if Ava’s older brother, Jake, walked in on them pretending to talk to some cardboard “dream” boys. Jake was almost thirteen, with dark hair and brilliant blue eyes. He made Riley’s stomach feel funny. 

“Okay, then why don’t we bake some cookies at your house?” Ava asked.

“Can’t. My mom’s gotta work on the wiring in 3C’s kitchen. She won’t let us use the oven without her being there.” 

“We could play Clue,” suggested Ava.

“Not a chance. You always beat me because you remember every little detail.” 

Ava sighed and adjusted the pink headband she wore to keep her long blonde hair out of her dark brown eyes. “So, what bright ideas do you have?” 

Before Riley could respond, Mrs. Bustlebottom rushed in. Her forehead wrinkled as her eyes darted from side to side, searching for something. Her usually neat gray bun was only half pinned up, and the way she was crumpling her apron looked like it might never straighten out.

“Mrs. Bustlebottom, what’s the matter?” Riley asked. 

“Oh, dear, oh, dear, it’s Snooker. He’s missing. I can’t find him anywhere and it’s raining so hard. Oh, dear, what if he got out of the house? He’ll drown in all this rain! Oh, dear, oh, dear,” Mrs. Bustlebottom wailed. 

“It’s okay.” Riley jumped up and patted Mrs. Bustlebottom’s arm. “Ava and I will find him for you. Snooker’s a sneaky cat, but we know all his hiding places.” 

Mrs. Bustlebottom collapsed into a nearby chair. “You will? Oh, bless you girls. My old knees are about to give out with all this up and down looking under things.” 

Ava closed the iPad that she took with her everywhere and tucked it in the special pink case she wore cross-body like a purse. 

“Don’t worry, we’ll find him and bring him back right away,” Ava said.
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“Guess we have something to do now,” Riley said as they walked down the hall. “It won’t be as much fun as digging up dino eggs, but at least finding Snooker makes it an adventure.”

Snooker was a twelve-year-old tabby with blonde fur and brown stripes. His bright green eyes and cute pink nose made him look innocent enough, but Snooker liked to cause trouble. This wasn’t the first time he’d escaped the confines of Mrs. Bustlebottom’s apartment. And it wasn’t the first time the girls had helped to find him. 

“Where should we look first?” Ava asked.

“Let’s start in the conservatory,” Riley replied. “Snooker likes to hide among the plants.”

Riley had always thought of the conservatory as the “plant room” until she’d heard Mrs. Rawbone from 3C tell her husband she thought the ferns in the “conservatory” needed trimming. 

The walls were glass panes, and so was the ceiling. Spider plants, snake plants, palms, rubber trees, and some plants Riley couldn’t name snuggled around comfy flower-printed couches and chairs. On sunny winter days, the room was warm and cozy. But in the summer, it could get hot. A few minutes inside and you’d be sweating like you’d just ridden five miles on your bike. Even though it was spring, the rainy weather made the room feel damp and cool and the girls shivered.

“You take that side and I’ll take this one,” Riley said. “We’ll meet in the middle.” 

Riley peered in between the leaves of the rubber plants. Ava peeked carefully into the spider plant baskets; relieved there weren’t any real spiders inside. They poked and prodded in every planter and vase, getting a few scratches along the way. 

“Watch out!” Ava called, but it was too late.

Riley stepped on a catnip ball, lost her balance, and landed hard on her butt. “Ouch!” The ball had been half-hidden in some dirt around the base of one of the snake plants. Snooker had been at work digging. 
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“Well, we know he’s been here.” Riley gingerly rubbed her backside.

Ava brushed bits of leaves off her pink sweater. “Where to next?” 

“Let’s try the library. There’s a mess of dirt in the conservatory, so we know he was in here. He’d have to go in and out through the library like we did. Maybe we missed him.” 

The library had floor-to-ceiling shelves in rich oak. A ladder on wheels attached to a railing at the top allowed access to the rare books stored there. Riley and Ava were forbidden to climb the ladder unless an adult was present. Riley got down on the ground and searched under every chair, table, and desk. Ava stuck her hand behind all the books on the shelves she could reach. 

“Hey, look!” Riley called. “There’s cat fur on this sconce.”

“This what?” Ava’s eyebrows furrowed.

“You know, this light fixture hanging on the wall. I’m pretty sure Mr. Goliath calls it a sconce.”

“Whatever. Snooker’s not here now,” said Ava. “We’ve looked in his two favorite hiding places.”

“Hmm. Maybe he got hungry after his adventures. Let’s check out the kitchen.” Riley headed toward the door. 

Although each apartment at Veil Crest Manor had its own kitchen, there was a large one on the main floor. The residents would use it if they were having a lot of guests over. Riley’s mom would sometimes make big dinners there for the residents as a special thank you from the Veil Crest Manor owners. 

“I’ll start in the pantry,” Riley said. “You take the cabinets.”

Riley poked her hand among the cans and boxes. She peered into the potato bin and held her nose to peek into the onion one. Snooker wasn’t anywhere.

“Any luck in the cabinets?” Riley asked.

“Nope, no sign of him. We know he wasn’t in the living room. We were in there and would have seen him. You don’t think he really got outside, do you?” 

Riley glanced at the window. It looked like someone was aiming a garden hose at full force.

“I sure hope not. Let’s check the hallways on the second and third floors before we think about going out and getting soaked. Maybe we can knock on some doors and ask if anyone has seen him.”

Riley and Ava walked to the back of the kitchen by the basement door, where a secret staircase led to the second and third floors. At least they thought of it as a secret, since they never saw anyone use it.

Meow.

Riley paused, her foot not quite reaching the first step. “Hey, did you hear that?” 

“Hear what?” 

“Shh, listen!” 

Meow. Meow.

“I heard it! It sounds like Snooker. Where are you, you sneaky cat? Here kitty, kitty.” Ava’s eyes widened as she searched the kitchen.

“Yeah,” said Riley. “It’s Snooker all right, but I don’t think he’s in the kitchen. Those meows are coming from the basement.”
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