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Chapter 1 ’Tis the Spooky Season

Ellie Mitchell stepped through the swinging doors of the party store. It was a sea of orange and black. There were streamers, pumpkin cutouts, and witch hats. There were racks of costumes and shelves full of masks. Spooky music played from a speaker hidden behind a fake tombstone.

[image: Image]

“It’s the most wonderful time of the year!” Ellie exclaimed.

“It’s just Halloween,” said Toby, Ellie’s little brother. He trailed behind Ellie, along with their mom, Mrs. Mitchell.

Ellie gasped. “Just Halloween?!” she cried.

Ellie adored Halloween. She had always loved dressing up. But for Halloween, everyone else dressed up too! She enjoyed seeing all the creative costumes.

Ellie also loved all the decorations. The candy aisle at the grocery store looked so festive. The mini-pumpkins lined up at the library checkout were so cute. Even the windows at school had cat and bat decals.
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And then there were decorations on the houses and in the yards around Ellie’s neighborhood. Including her own house! This year, Ellie was in charge of choosing their theme.
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Toby went off to look at costumes. Ellie headed straight for the yard decor. There were huge fake spiders and webs to put on shrubs. There were skeletons and mummies. There were big inflatable jack-o’-lanterns.
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Then Ellie saw the black cats! A whole set of cat sculptures: a big one for the lawn, one for the porch rail, and smaller cats for the windows. Each cat had an arched back and glowing eyes.
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“They’re perfect!” Ellie said to her mom.

Ellie could picture it: black cats climbing all over the house. She couldn’t wait to set them up when she got home.
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But first Ellie was going to a meeting at The Critter Club. That was the animal shelter she’d started with her friends Marion, Liz, and Amy. They were all animal lovers, like Ellie. They took care of stray animals, and did some pet-sitting too.

Their club headquarters was in their friend Ms. Sullivan’s barn. Ellie’s mom dropped her off there after they were done at the store. Her friends were already there.

“Ellie!” Liz cried.

Amy waved.
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Marion pointed at Ellie’s boot. “What’s that?” Marion asked.

Ellie looked down. A piece of bright orange streamer was stuck to the bottom.

Ellie laughed. “I came from the party store,” she explained. “It was so Halloween-y in there!”
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She told her friends about the yard cats she’d picked out—and all the other decorations she’d seen.
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“You really love Halloween!” Amy said with a laugh. “You always have.”

Ellie nodded. “So, what do we have on the agenda for today?”

Marion looked at her clipboard. She was their unofficial club secretary because she loved to make lists and schedules.
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But this week, Marion had nothing written down. She shrugged. “No pet sitting. No strays to rehome. Maybe we could organize the supply closet?”

Ellie frowned. “Ugh,” she groaned. “Couldn’t we do something more fun?”

Amy laughed. “Like what, throw a party?” she said, joking.

Party! That was it! Ellie began to smile.
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“Uh-oh,” said Liz. “What are you thinking, Ellie?”

“I’m thinking Amy’s exactly right,” Ellie said. “We should throw a party. A Halloween party!”
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Chapter 2 Ellie’s Idea

“A Halloween party?” Amy asked. “Here at The Critter Club?”

Ellie nodded. “Marion said we’re not taking care of any animals this week. So it will be empty.”

“I don’t know,” Marion replied. “We’d have to ask Ms. Sullivan.”

Just then, the girls heard a familiar bark. Ms. Sullivan’s dog, Rufus, came running into the barn.

“Hello, Rufus,” said Amy, patting him. “Did Ms. Sullivan let you out to run around?”

Liz came over and knelt beside him. “What do you think, Rufus?” Liz asked the dog. “Should we throw a Halloween party?”
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Ruff, ruff! Rufus barked and wagged his tail.

Marion laughed. “That sounds like a yes!” she said.

“I think he wants to come,” Amy added.
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Ellie gasped. “That’s it!” she exclaimed. “Rufus should come! It can be a Halloween party… with all of our pets!”

The girls looked at one another with wide eyes. “Yes!” said Marion. “Now that is perfect for The Critter Club! Oh, Ollie and I would look so cute in matching costumes!” Ollie was the kitten Marion had rescued.

Amy said she’d bring her cat, Millie. Liz would bring Reggie, her ferret.
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“And I’ll bring Sam!” Ellie declared. He was the Mitchells’ golden retriever.

Liz suggested they invite more people and pets. “How can we get the word out?” she asked.

The girls thought about this for a moment.

Amy spoke up. “A lot of pet owners come to my mom’s clinic,” she said. Amy’s mom, Dr. Purvis, was a veterinarian. “We could put up a flyer in the waiting room.”

“And one at the dog run in the park,” Marion suggested.

[image: Image]

“Or the pet food store,” Liz added.

Yes! thought Ellie. With advertising, they could end up getting lots of guests!

What would Ms. Sullivan think of that?
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“How about this?” Ellie began. “I’ll go talk to Ms. Sullivan. So we can make sure she’s okay with this before we get too excited.”

Liz nodded. “We’ll stay here and think of ideas for the flyer.”

Ellie gave them a thumbs-up. “Come on, Rufus!” she said. Rufus barked and fell into step right behind her.
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Together they marched out of the barn, across the yard, and up the steps to Ms. Sullivan’s front door.

Knock, knock, knock!

Ellie looked down at Rufus. Rufus looked up at her and wagged his tail.

“What do you think she’ll say?” Ellie whispered.
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Chapter 3 A Surprise Visitor

“Hello, Ellie!” Ms. Sullivan said as she opened the door. Rufus slipped inside and ran off down the hall. “Did Rufus interrupt your Critter Club meeting?”

“Oh, no,” Ellie replied. “We love it when he joins our meetings. I just came to ask you a question.”

Then Ellie explained their idea for a Halloween pet party.

“Would it be okay if we had it in the barn?” she asked.
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Ms. Sullivan’s eyes lit up. “How wonderful!” she exclaimed. “Of course, Ellie! Oh, I just love costume parties. I love parties, and I love dressing up—especially in costume!” She winked at Ellie.

Right! Ms. Sullivan used to be a Hollywood actress. Not many people in Santa Vista knew that. But Ellie did. Ms. Sullivan had told Ellie when Ellie was the star in the school play. It was a special connection they had.
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“I would be happy to make party snacks,” Ms. Sullivan offered. “Maybe some Halloween cupcakes?”
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Ellie beamed. “Thank you!” she said. “And you’ll come? With Rufus?” she asked. “I mean, he sort of invited himself.”

Ellie and Ms. Sullivan laughed. “We would be honored to be there,” Ms. Sullivan said. “Maybe you can help us with our costumes.”

Then they agreed on the best day for the party: next Saturday, the day before Halloween.
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“Oh, the girls are going to be so excited!” Ellie cried. “I’ve got to go tell them now!”

She waved and ran off toward the barn.
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Her mind raced as she ran across the grass. What could she and Sam dress up as? Something funny? Spooky? Sparkly? Would Sam even keep a costume on? Or would he try to wiggle out of it?

Ellie ran in through the barn door.

“Great news!” she called out. Amy, Liz, and Marion turned to face her.

Just then, Ellie stopped in her tracks.

In a flash, a small, dark, winged creature swooped within a few feet of her head.
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The girls followed the shape with their eyes. Ellie tried to focus. What was it? But it was flying too fast. Her eyes couldn’t quite keep up.

And for some reason, it didn’t look like a bird.

It zigged and zagged and flew high up into the barn rafters.

Then it came to rest on one of the beams.

“It’s hanging upside-down,” Ellie pointed out.

“Um, I think I know what it is,” Amy said. “I think it’s… a bat!”
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Chapter 4 The Bat in the Barn

“A bat?” Ellie cried out.

“What’s a bat doing in here?” Marion asked. Her voice was high-pitched and strained.

“Whoa,” said Liz. She sounded less nervous and more in awe. Liz was probably the one most interested in… unusual animals.

Amy scratched her head. “I think bats are nocturnal. Maybe it got in overnight… and now it doesn’t know how to get out. I hope it’s okay.”

They all watched the bat for a few minutes. It flew around some more. Then it returned to the beam.
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Ellie nudged Amy. “Do you think your mom could come and take a look?” Ellie asked her. They definitely needed an animal expert.

Amy nodded. “Good idea,” she replied. “I’ll go use Ms. Sullivan’s phone.”
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Amy headed for the door.

“I’ll go with you,” Marion said.

“Me too,” said Liz.

Ellie turned around and followed them. “Well, I’m not staying here alone with a bat!” she declared.

Fifteen minutes later, Dr. Purvis pulled up in the driveway. The girls led her into the barn. Amy pointed up at the bat. It had moved over to another beam.

Dr. Purvis had brought binoculars so she could get a closer look. She stared through them to study the bat.
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“Well, there’s good news and bad news,” Dr. Purvis said at last. “The good news is the bat has plenty of fur. So it’s not a baby that’s been separated from its mother. It’s an adult and it looks healthy.”

Ellie frowned. “What’s the bad news?” she asked.

Dr. Purvis sighed. “I don’t know the best way to set it free,” she said. She explained that general vets didn’t know a lot about wild animals.

Ellie’s heart sank. What would they do now?
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“But I have a friend who is a wildlife vet,” Dr. Purvis went on. “Let me give her a call.”

The girls gathered around. Amy’s mom dialed her cell phone. She was on the call for a few minutes. Toward the end, Dr. Purvis was saying a lot of “uh-huh”s and “okay”s. But she was smiling. That had to be good, right? Ellie and the girls looked at one another hopefully.
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“Dr. Lane can come by tomorrow morning,” Dr. Purvis said when she hung up.

“Hooray!” the girls cheered.

Amy looked up at the bat. Then she looked down at her watch. “The sun is going to set soon,” she said. “Can we leave it here alone? All night long?”
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Dr. Purvis nodded. “Dr. Lane suggested leaving the windows open overnight. Maybe the bat will find its way out.”

So the girls went around opening the barn windows. Then they gathered their things to go. Ellie was the last one out. At the door, she looked up at the bat one more time.

Would it still be there in the morning?
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