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Chapter 1 A Weekend Guest

From the waiting room, Amy Purvis heard her mom ending a phone call in the vet clinic office. Dr. Purvis was a veterinarian. Amy figured she was talking to a new pet owner. Maybe someone whose cat needed their shots. Or someone whose dog had eaten chocolate. Her mom got a lot of those calls.
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“Mom!” Amy called. “I’ll be in the car!”

Amy didn’t want to be late to meet her friends at The Critter Club. That was the animal rescue shelter Amy had started with her best friends, Ellie, Liz, and Marion.

“Okay!” Amy’s mom called back. “I’m right behind you!”

They hopped into the minivan.

“That was your dad on the phone,” Amy’s mom said.
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“Oh!” Amy replied in surprise. So, not a pet owner after all. Amy’s dad and mom were divorced. He lived in Orange Blossom, just one town over.

“Chloe is going to come stay for the weekend,” Dr. Purvis continued. “How does that sound?”

“Really?” Amy cried out in delight. “That sounds amazing!” Amy’s dad had remarried a woman named Julia. And Chloe was Julia’s daughter. But Chloe was nothing like the evil stepsisters in fairy tales.

Amy was so excited!
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“And that’s not all,” Dr. Purvis said. “There’s a gems and minerals exhibit at the Natural History Museum. I thought we could take Chloe.”
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Amy thought that was the best idea. “Chloe will love that,” she said. Chloe was very into gems. She and her friends had started a jewelry-making club. They called it the Sapphire Society.

Now Amy was even more excited to get to The Critter Club. She wanted to tell her friends about Chloe’s visit!

Dr. Purvis pulled up to a barn. It belonged to their friend Ms. Sullivan. A while back, Amy and her friends had found Ms. Sullivan’s lost puppy, Rufus. Then Ms. Sullivan had offered the big, empty barn for the girls to use for The Critter Club.
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Inside, Amy found Liz and Marion. “I have news!” Amy told them excitedly. She looked around. “But where’s Ellie?”

[image: Image]

Just then, Ellie hurried in, out of breath. She was holding a small glass tank covered with a cloth.
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For a moment, Amy forgot about Chloe.

“What’s that?” Amy asked Ellie.

“A surprise!” Ellie replied with a smile. She put the tank down on a table. She paused dramatically with her hand on the cloth. Then she whisked it off.
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Amy, Liz, and Marion all gasped.

Inside the tank was a snake! A few stripes ran lengthwise down its long, narrow body.

“Everyone,” said Ellie, “meet Noodle!”
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Chapter 2 Another Guest

Liz was still staring at the snake. “Is it yours?” she asked Ellie.

Ellie shook her head no. “Noodle belongs to my cousin Hailey,” Ellie explained. “She and my aunt and uncle are on vacation. So Hailey asked if we could take care of him for a few days.”

Ellie looked at her friends, waiting for their response.

“I hope it’s okay that I said yes,” she added. “I should have asked you all first.”

“Of course it’s okay,” Amy said.

Marion snapped into organization mode. “We’ll need to do some research,” she said. “We’ve never taken care of a snake.”
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“Wait!” Ellie cried. She pulled a folded paper out of her pocket. “Hailey left a bunch of instructions. ‘Noodle likes frogs, worms, fish, and other bugs,’ ” she read from the paper. “He’s definitely not a vegetarian!”

All the girls looked at Liz. She and her family were vegan. But Liz smiled. “Noodle is just part of the food chain,” she said. “I get it.”
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For several minutes, the girls watched Noodle in awe. The way he slithered around was so different from other animals.

“I feel like I’ve seen a snake like Noodle before,” Marion commented. She reached for her backpack on a nearby chair. Marion pulled out a science book. “We are doing that science unit on reptiles.”
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Marion flipped through the pages. She stopped at a photo in the reptile chapter.

[image: Image]

Amy read the caption. “A garter snake! I’ve heard of them. It says here they’re a common snake in the wild.” She looked up at her friends. “And not venomous. So that’s good news for us!”
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They all sighed with relief and laughed.

“I’ve definitely seen one in our yard,” Liz declared.

Marion nudged Amy. “Hey,” she said, “when you came in you said you had news.”
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“Right!” Amy cried. She’d been so distracted by Noodle. But now Amy told them. “My stepsister Chloe is coming this weekend.”

“Oh, wow!” said Liz. “That’s so fun!”

“Can you bring her here,” Marion asked, “so we can meet her at last?”

It was funny to think that her friends hadn’t met Chloe. Amy had told them a lot about her. Chloe was an only child, like Amy. They both loved Nancy Drew mysteries. Chloe loved gems and sparkly dresses. And the Sapphire Society was Chloe and her three best friends. It sort of sounded like The Critter Club!
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“Yes!” Ellie said. “I want to meet Chloe too.”

Amy laughed and nodded. She told her friends about the gem exhibit. “We’re going to take her to the museum,” she said. “But there will be time for her to meet you, too.” Amy beamed. “I really think you’re going to love her!”
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Chapter 3 Sweet Reunion

On Friday after school, Amy waited in the loop outside Santa Vista Elementary. Her mom was coming to pick her up.

And Chloe would be with her!

Amy clapped as she spotted the minivan. It was ten cars back in the pickup lane. Slowly, the line inched forward. Amy could see a girl with shiny dark hair in braids looking out an open window.

“Amy!” Chloe called. She waved frantically.

Amy waved back. Finally, the van reached the load-in area. The back door slid open. Chloe hopped out.
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“Chloe!” Amy cried. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

They hugged each other tightly.
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Then Amy pulled back. She looked down at Chloe’s dress. It was blue and covered in sparkles. “I love your dress!” Amy said. “Is it new?”

[image: Image]

Chloe nodded. “Look!” she said. “It even has pockets!”

Amy laughed. “My friend Ellie has a red one kind of like that,” she said.

Amy climbed into the back seat. Chloe sat next to her.

“Mom,” Amy said, “could we maybe stop at Scoops to celebrate Chloe being here?”
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Scoops was the best ice cream place in town.
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Dr. Purvis looked at the time on the dashboard. “Sure!” she said. “But I thought you wanted to take Chloe to The Critter Club meeting?”

“I do,” Amy replied. “But we have time before it starts.”

So they headed toward downtown Santa Vista. Amy and Chloe chatted nonstop on the way. Chloe told Amy about the school play she was in. Amy told Chloe about the mystery she was reading.
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At Scoops, they mulled over the menu of ice cream flavors. Chloe couldn’t decide between mint chip and almond fudge. Amy suggested they get both. “We can split them!” she said.
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Then they sat down at an outdoor table.
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“I’m so excited for you to meet my friends,” Amy said to Chloe.

Chloe nodded and looked down at her spoon. She bit her lip. All of a sudden, Chloe looked worried. “Do you think they’ll… like me?” Chloe asked softly.
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Amy was so surprised by the question that she was speechless for a moment. A memory came flashing back. It was when she and Chloe had first met. Chloe had acted strangely at first—even a bit mean, or so Amy thought. But it turned out Chloe had just been nervous and worried that Amy didn’t like her.

Now it seemed Chloe was having the same worries—but about Amy’s friends.

“They were so excited when I told them you were coming!” Amy said to Chloe.

When they were done with their ice cream, Amy linked her arm through Chloe’s.
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“I just know they’ll like you,” Amy assured her. “Come on. You’ll see.”
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Chapter 4 A Warm Welcome

Ellie, Marion, and Liz were standing in a row outside The Critter Club. That’s nice of them, thought Amy as they pulled up in the minivan. She hoped it would make Chloe feel special. “They’re waiting to welcome you!” Amy said.

Chloe cracked a smile. “They do look excited.”
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Amy laughed. Ellie was practically jumping up and down.

They got out of the car and Amy led Chloe over. “Everyone, meet Chloe!” she said. Amy introduced her friends one by one.

“Hi, Chloe!” Ellie cried. “I really love your dress.”

Chloe smiled. “Amy said you might. Nice to meet you!”

Marion gave a little wave. “We could not wait for you to get here,” she said. “What took you guys so long?”
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Amy told them about stopping for ice cream. “Sorry,” she said. “My fault.”

Then Liz complimented Chloe’s bracelet. Chloe thanked her and said she’d made it. That reminded Liz. “We want to hear all about the Sapphire Society!” she said.

“Okay!” Chloe replied.

Before Amy knew what was happening, her friends turned and led Chloe into the barn.

Wow! Amy thought. That went well! She hurried to catch up so that she could show Chloe around The Critter Club.




This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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