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        Chapter 1

        A gust of icy wind blew off the ocean and swirled down the back of my neck.
            I zipped my parka all the way up and pulled my hat all the way down, over my ears. 

        I had recently moved to New Jersey from California, so this was my first
            East Coast winter. Freezing-cold weather was new to me. I shivered and hugged my arms
            tightly. Then I scanned the boardwalk, searching for Lily.

        Lily Randazzo was many things: a lively, bubbly, warm person; my
            first-ever best friend; a member of a big, bustling family that had welcomed me, an only
            child, with open arms.

        But here’s one thing Lily was not: punctual.

        I leaned against the doorway of Scoops Ice-Cream Parlor and closed my
            eyes. Thank goodness it was Friday afternoon. I’d had a lot of trouble
            concentrating in school all week. I was ready for the weekend. 

        For the past several nights, a spirit had been keeping me awake. It was
            the spirit of a sobbing, long-dead woman, who shared the old house I lived in with my
            father and great-grandmother.

        Just one of the spirits, that is.

        I’ve seen spirits since I was a little kid. But last summer, when we
            moved to Stellamar, I’d started seeing a lot more of them. My great-grandmother,
            Lady Azura, can see them too. The sobbing woman spirit lived in a room on the second
            floor of our house. Just next door to my room. She’s been there since we moved in,
            but her weeping and wailing had grown louder and more insistent in recent weeks. I
            couldn’t get much sleep some nights because of it. This week, it had been most
            nights.

        My phone buzzed. A text from Lily.

        SORRY! RUNNING BEHIND, WHAT ELSE IS NEW : ) RAN INTO
                MARLEE AND AVERY! BE THERE IN TEN.

        I texted her back. My fingers were numb from taking pictures without
            gloves on, so I kept it short.

        CU SOON.

        I pulled out my camera to snap some more pictures while I waited. A jogger
            passed me. She was running with a large, friendly-looking dog on a leash. It had floppy
            ears, a feathery tail, and beautiful reddish-brown fur, like a fox. 	

        Snap-snap-snap. I took a series of motion shots
            of them as they passed me. The light was perfect—late afternoon on a late February day,
            the shadows rapidly lengthening, the sun dipping low in the sky over the ocean horizon. 

        Snap-snap-snap. Until
            recently, I used to only take pictures of objects. Never people. But lately that had
            changed. I’d joined the school newspaper as a photographer, and most news stories
            involved people. I had gotten pretty comfortable shooting pictures of people. One more
            thing that was different about me now.

        So much had changed in the past few months.

        I scanned the distant boardwalk with the telephoto zoom lens my dad had
            given me for Christmas. 

        Who was that?

        I lowered my camera and peered at the person making his way toward me
            along the boardwalk. The wind whipped my long blond hair around my face, and I brushed
            it back and tucked it behind my ear. 

        He was still far in the distance. He wasn’t wearing a coat. Oddly,
            he did not seem to mind the cold.

        I raised my camera. Zoomed in. Snapped a bunch of pictures of him. He was
            far enough away that I was reasonably sure he wouldn’t think I was taking pictures
            just of him. As he got a little closer, I could see that he was about my age—maybe
            twelve or thirteen—and that he was very cute, and tall, with shaggy dark hair. 

        Then a shock rippled though me. I lowered my camera again and stared at
            the boy.

        He was a spirit.

        My first clue should have been the tingling sensation in my foot. My foot
            always tingles when I encounter a new spirit. Lately it had happened so much that I
            sometimes didn’t even notice it. What gave him away to me was the light. All
            around him, a light shimmered, and the air sort of rippled as he walked. I watched the
            jogger and her dog pass him. I snapped another picture. He still didn’t seem to
            have noticed me, so I took a few more. 

        I hadn’t encountered that many spirits my age. Most were old, or at
            least a lot older than me. I’d have to tell Lady Azura about this. Lately
            I’d been telling her about all the spirits I saw. It felt good to tell someone.
            For a change.

        Lady Azura was a professional fortune-teller, medium, psychic, whatever
            you want to call it. She had been communicating with spirits for decades. This was all
            still pretty new to me. She was helping me to understand my powers. That was one of the
            main reasons we moved to Stellamar. But my dad hadn’t told me she was my
            great-grandmother until very recently. Just this past Christmas. 

        The spirit moved closer. He was maybe twenty feet away. 

        “Boo!”

        I must have jumped a foot into the air. I whirled around.

        It was Lily, of course. Sneaking up on me to scare me. It had worked.

        “I so got you that time!” she said. Next to her were Marlee
            and Avery, both bundled up against the February chill, both smiling and shaking their
            heads as if to say they took no responsibility for what Lily did.

        “Yep, you got me,” I said, happy to see my friends. Forgetting
            all about spirit boy.

        “Why are you standing outside? It’s, like, seventy-five below
            zero out here, and you’re from California!” Lily exclaimed.

        “I was just taking some pictures,” I said. “The light is
            so pretty right now.”

        “Light, schmight. You artists.” She held open the door of
            Scoops and corralled the three of us ahead of her. The bell on the knob tinkled as we
            walked in.

        “Lily!” yelled the teenage girl behind the counter. It was
            Dawn Marie, Lily’s cousin. Scoops was owned by Lily’s “uncle,”
            Paul—not a real uncle, but a close family friend. The fact that he wasn’t an
            actual blood relation of Lily’s was unusual. Most of the time, you couldn’t
            throw a rock in Stellamar, New Jersey, without hitting someone who was related to Lily
            Randazzo. She came from a huge family, with untold cousins, and they seemed to own—or
            work at—half the businesses in Stellamar.

        “What’ll it be?” asked Dawn Marie. She didn’t look
            a thing like Lily. Lily had dark hair and big brown eyes, and she was really petite—I
            had more than a couple of inches on her, and I’m not exactly tall. Dawn Marie was
            tall, with wavy auburn hair and blue eyes.

        “The usual?” Lily asked, turning toward Marlee, Avery, and me.
            We all nodded. We usually each get the “original” sundae, which comes with
            two scoops—Dawn Marie gave you extra-big scoops, too. You were allowed to pick two
            flavors. My favorites at the moment were raspberry chip and chocolate chunk. At Scoops,
            they put all the toppings on the tables, so you could concoct your own sundae.

        After Dawn Marie had handed over our sundaes, and after we’d fished
            out enough change among us to pay for them and even to leave her a small tip, we made
            our way to our favorite table near the window.

        “So are you pumped for the morp?” Avery asked me, reaching for
            the chocolate sauce and dousing her sundae liberally.

        I looked at her blankly. “The what?”

        Avery giggled. “I forget how new you still are! It’s the big
            middle school semiformal. Girls are supposed to ask guys. Morp is ‘prom’ spelled
            backward. So it’s like a winter prom for the middle school, but with a cool
            twist.”

        I looked at her in horror. Nothing about asking a boy to go to a dance
            with you sounded cool to me.

        “They used to call them Sadie Hawkins dances,” said Marlee.
            “Don’t tell me they don’t have those in California!”

        I shook my head. “Not that I know of.”

        “You don’t have to go as a
            couple,” Lily explained. “But if you do, it just means you have to invite
            the guy. And it’s sort of dressy, so we have to wear dresses and guys have to wear
            jackets and ties. But they all wreck it by wearing sneakers. Whatever. The student
            council is putting up the posters all over the place. It’s in two weeks. So are
            you going to ask Jayden?”

        I sat back in my chair. The idea of asking a boy to a dance filled me with
            dread. Even if the boy was Jayden, who I was pretty comfortable with these days. But
            I’m definitely not the outgoing type. Think “opposite of Lily,” and
            you get me, Sara Collins. 

        “I heard Dina talking about it with Caroline Melillo in dance class
            on Wednesday,” Lily chattered on. “Dina told Caroline she’s going to
            ask some cute guy she met at her swim club last summer—Tom something or other.” 

        “Oh, Tom Daly!” said Marlee. “I met him last summer
            too!” She sighed. “He is sooooo cute. Tall with brown hair and the cutest
            dimples!”

        “Are you going to ask Jack?” Avery asked Lily. Everyone knew
            that Jack L. had a big crush on Lily. 

        My phone buzzed with a text from my dad, asking me to pick up some
            hamburger buns on my way home. 

        Lily smiled and twirled her dark hair thoughtfully. 

        I started to text my dad back.

        “I’m not sure,” said Lily. “Jack is definitely at
            the top of my list. I’m—” She stopped midsentence. 

        I heard the bell on the door behind me tinkle. 

        “Don’t. Look. Now,” Lily whispered, leaning in toward
            the three of us. “But the cutest boy I have ever laid eyes on just walked
            in.”

        Of course Avery and Marlee immediately looked. I was still finishing my
            text to my dad, so I was the last to turn around. I hit send and swiveled in my
            chair.

        It was the boy from the boardwalk. The spirit. I whipped around to look
            back at my friends. They could see him, too! How was that
                possible?
        



    
			Chapter 2

			I stared at him. 

			He had his back to us and was up at the counter, ordering a sundae from Dawn Marie. The aura surrounding him was unmistakable. The air shimmered around him. He was a spirit. I was sure of it. 

			But how could that be? 

			He was buying ice cream. Paying for it with real money. Interacting with Dawn Marie. Being seen and heard and spoken to. Doing all the things I was sure spirits didn’t do. All the things they couldn’t do.

			I had to be mistaken about him.

			“I wonder what school he goes to,” whispered Avery.

			“He must be new in town,” Lily replied. “I know everyone around here. Did you see his eyes? They’re green. I loooove that combination, green eyes and brown hair. And he totally looks like an athlete. Just the way he walks you can tell. Sara, can you even believe how cute he is?”

			I was barely listening to Lily. The room was spinning. I was wrong about him. I had to be. Spirits don’t eat food. Or carry money. Okay, so, the air got shimmery around him. And my foot tingled. Maybe he was just a person with an unusually strong aura, as Lady Azura would say. 

			If the boy was aware of the fact that there was a table full of whispering, giggling girls behind him, he didn’t act like it. He paid for his ice cream and then sat at the counter with his back to us, up on one of the high swivel stools. We were the only other customers in the place. In the summertime, there was a line out the door. But it’s not like Scoops does a landslide ice-cream business at the end of February.

			“I dare you to go talk to him!” whispered Marlee to Lily.

			Avery bounced up and down in her chair. “Yes! I double-dare you! Go ask him if he has any caramel sauce! Tell him we’re all out!”

			I cringed. Like we wouldn’t just ask Dawn Marie for that, I thought. But I am clueless when it comes to knowing how to flirt.

			Lily shrugged. “Okay, I will,” she said easily.

			I wished I were more like Lily. She didn’t have a shy bone in her body. The prospect of going up to a strange boy, spirit or not, would have given me heart failure. But Lily stood up, tossed her long hair behind her, and strode over to where the boy was sitting.

			Avery and Marlee both had a fit of giggling. I half turned to see what was going on. The boy looked up and smiled at her. I watched Lily climb up onto the high stool next to him. The two swiveled so they were facing each other, and were soon chatting away. Well, Lily seemed to be doing most of the chatting. But he seemed more than happy to listen. 

			“Turn around! Turn around!” hissed Marlee, plucking me by the sleeve. “They’re standing up! They’re coming over here!”

			We pretended to act surprised to see them when Lily and the boy came over to stand next to our table. He was tall—several inches taller than Lily. He wore a Miami Heat sweatshirt and jeans.

			“So this is Kyle,” said Lily. “He’s from Florida. But he’s here with his mom and dad, and they’re staying with his aunt and uncle and cousins, who live in Ocean City. He likes basketball, and he plays for his school team, but he’s not just a lunkhead jock; he had a pretty big role in his middle school musical this fall.” As usual, Lily managed to fit more information into ten seconds of speech than anyone I’d ever met.

			Kyle chuckled and shook his head as Lily talked about him. But he didn’t seem to mind. “Hey,” he said to the three of us. “Nice to meet you guys.” 

			Lily introduced the rest of us, and we all said hi. Kyle blurred into and out of focus before me. I had to hold on to the table to keep from falling out of my chair.

			“This friend of yours, Lily, sure knows how to get a person to talk about himself,” continued Kyle.

			“Well, she is the school paper’s best reporter,” said Marlee loyally.

			Kyle looked at Lily. “So she’s smart and pretty,” he said easily.

			Through a hazy fog of nausea, and a roaring in my ears, I looked at Lily. Was I really and truly witnessing Lily Randazzo . . . blushing? 

			I had to focus. I heard the conversation as though through a long tunnel.

			“So what are you doing in Ocean City at this time of year?” asked Avery. “Most people come here for summer vacation, so they can go to the beach.”

			Kyle grinned. “My parents are architects,” he explained. “And they designed this big new office plaza over in Teabridge. We’re staying at my cousins’ while they oversee the startup on the construction.”

OEBPS/css/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/image/9781442461253.jpg
) e





OEBPS/image/title.jpg
SIMON SPOTLIGHT
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi














