
  
    [image: Cats, Bats, and Frank N. Stine]
  


  
    
      CATS, BATS, AND FRANK N. STINE

    

    
      
        EMKAY CONNOR

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Celebrating Halloween in a big, big way has always been a Blaque family tradition—until this year, when Elvira Blaque’s grandmother and last remaining relative is confined to a nursing home. That, and the fact that she is celebrating her twenty-fifth birthday on October 31st still a virgin, have turned her favorite holiday into one big trick.

      

      She unexpectedly gets a treat when she meets her new neighbor, a very single, very sexy, very sweet guy who’s also a huge fan of horror flicks, haunted houses, and carving jack-o’-lanterns.

      

      Elvira finds Frank eeriesistible, but is she the ghoul for him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Bangor, Pennsylvania, is a real town. My parents lived there for several years, and after I was grown and had kids of my own, we spent many holidays in their red brick Victorian home on Market Street. They moved away a few years ago, but we enjoy reminiscing about the good times we had.

      

      While the names and places in this story are fictionalized, the small town vibes are very, very real.

      

      I hope you enjoy this story inspired by so many special memories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          ELVIRA
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        Two weeks before Halloween

      

      

      “What are you wearing to the Monster Mash Bash at Theo’s?” Winnie, my best friend since fifth grade, slumped in my favorite overstuffed chair. Her legs dangled over one arm while she tossed miniature candy-corn popcorn balls into the air and caught them in her mouth as she watched me arrange black candles on the fireplace mantle.

      I scattered a handful of plastic spiders around the base of the candles, trying to ignore the annoyance triggered by Winnie’s distracting chatter. Decorating was a serious matter when you were a Blaque. In our household, Halloween was right up there with Christmas, Thanksgiving, and the Fourth of July.

      But this year, I’d lost my enthusiasm for everything black and orange. Until Gram moved into an assisted living facility a few miles away after falling and knocking herself unconscious, our house was usually the first in the neighborhood decked out. Every year, we picked a different theme—ghostly pirate ship, scary witches brewing a potion in a huge black cauldron, skeletons square dancing, a huge spider in a web that filled our entire front yard.

      Now, with my only living relative consigned to spend her remaining days in a home for old folks, it didn’t seem worth the effort to decorate. I’d lost my enthusiasm for pretty much everything, including Halloween.

      For twenty years, Gram’s neat bungalow on Market Street, just up the hill from downtown Bangor, Pennsylvania, all three blocks of it, had been home. I was five, going on six, when Mom and Dad were killed in a car accident during one of those hundred-year blizzards. Grandma Blaque, my father’s mother, had taken me in, and it had been just the two of us ever since.

      Now it was just me. Grudgingly decorating the bungalow because one of the neighbors had ratted me out.

      Winnie was nattering on about her costume choice for the annual dance Theo Blunt hosted each Halloween at his tavern, but I couldn’t stop replaying the conversation I’d had with Gram a few hours earlier.

      “Hattie Sims called me this morning, wanting to know when I’d taken a turn for the worse.” Gram had pulled me down onto one of the benches dotting the garden behind the nursing home, both of us eager to make the most of the sunny morning.

      At her words, my skin chilled, despite the flannel shirt I wore over a burnt-orange waffle-knit Henley.

      “Why would she think that?” I asked, my stomach knotting at the mere thought of Gram’s health worsening.

      “Since no decorations have gone up around the house, she figured you were tearfully ensconced at my bedside as I awaited the arrival of the Spectre of Death.” Gram was a retired English teacher, and conversations with her were colored with purple prose.

      “Mrs. Sims is a gossip and a busybody,” I grumbled.

      “She’s clearly wrong about me being at death’s doorstep,” Gram said in a feisty tone that softened when she asked, “but is it true the house hasn’t been done up for Halloween?”

      I hunched miserably into my oversized shirt and mumbled under my breath.

      “Elvie,” Gram chided, pulling my hand into her lap and covering it with her own, the skin papery and dry. “You can’t put life on pause just because things change.”

      “It’s not the same without you.” I swallowed hard and blinked, not wanting to ruin our visit with my gloomy mood.

      “I’m two and a half miles away.” She gripped my fingers with a reassuring touch. “You come by nearly every day.”

      I came by every day. Frequently, twice a day.

      “I still don’t understand why you won’t come home.” I blurted out the words before I could bite my tongue to hold them back.

      “Dear girl, you understand just fine.” Gram’s no-nonsense tone was back. “You simply don’t like the answer, so you keep asking the question, hoping you’ll get a different response.”

      “But you’re doing so well,” I countered. “You’re getting your strength back, and you’re much steadier on your feet. Besides, I can take care of you.”

      Like you took care of me.

      “My sweet, sweet girl.” Gram patted my hand. “I know you mean that with every beat of your heart, but how do you think I’d feel, knowing you were sacrificing the best years of your life to play nursemaid to an old woman? It’s time you started living your life. I’ll always be a part of it, even if we don’t live in the same house.”

      “Elvira!” Winnie’s exasperated screech pulled me back to the present.

      “Sorry.” I plastered on a fake smile and spun around. “What were you saying?”

      “I asked to borrow your headband with the cat ears for my costume.” She threw a mini popcorn ball at me, and it bounced off my temple. “You haven’t heard a single word I’ve said.”

      “Sorry, Winnie.” I plopped down on the sofa, spilling the bag of plastic spiders onto the floor. “Yes, you can borrow the headband. Do you need the matching tail?”

      “Upset about your grammy?” Winnie swung her legs to the floor and leaned toward me, brows dipping in concern.

      “Yes.” I sighed, stretching out the hiss of the S. “All of this”—I waved at the mantle adorned with fake spiders and cobwebs—“feels empty without Gram.”

      “She’s not de—”

      “Don’t even say it!” I snapped. “I know she’s not…gone…but she’s all I have.”

      “She might be your only blood relative,” Winnie said in a soft, hurt tone, “but you’re like a sister to me. There are a lot of people in town who love you like family.”

      My face heated with remorse. Winnie was right. I’d burrowed so deep in the fear of something happening to Gram that I’d lost sight of all the good things in my life.

      “I’m sorry.” I scooted to the edge of the cushion and curved my fingers over Winnie’s arm. “It’s just that Gram is my only link to my family heritage. She’s the one who helped me remember what my mom and dad were like, the one who passed on all the Blaque traditions and customs, the person who gave me roots and a sense of identity. Without her, I wouldn’t have any of that.”

      “One day, you’ll pass all of that on to your own family,” Winnie said.

      I grimaced. “Given the state of my love life, there will be no future generations of Blaques.”

      “There’s no shame in being a twenty-four-year-old virgin.” Her mouth curved in a wicked grin, and she waggled her eyebrows. “But you’re missing out on an awful lot of fun.”

      “You just surrendered your V-card three months ago,” I scoffed.

      “And I’ve no regrets about waiting for Mr. Right.” She rolled her eyes dreamily. “Jason is—”

      “No kissing and telling.” I gave her a playful shove.

      “You’re a prude,” Winnie teased. “But I still love you.”

      “Like a sister,” I added, acknowledging I’d taken her reminder to heart. I stood. “Gram is coming for dinner tomorrow. I need to get these decorations up, or she’s going to worry. Help me? We can finish up in here and then get started on the front yard.”

      “Heck, yeah!” Winnie bolted off the chair, quivering with excitement. “That means a behind-the-scenes peek at the Blaque creative process. What’s the theme this year?”

      My heart jerked a little in my chest. Gram had selected this year’s theme. She might not be able to help put it together, but I vowed it would be the best Blaque Halloween display ever.

      “Come on.” I pulled Winnie toward the stairs to the basement where we stored the decorations. “We have a wedding to plan.”
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