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SARANORMAL


The beach. The boardwalk. The ghosts . . .


Sara Collins is a normal girl with an abnormal secret: She sees spirits. Sara has had this ability almost as long as she can remember, but she doesn’t like to talk about it. She wants nothing more than to have a normal life, and to her, “normal” doesn’t include anything paranormal.


But Sara’s ability isn’t going away . . . In fact, changes are happening in her life that will make it even more powerful. Her world is about to be turned upside down because she and her dad are moving across the country to an old shore town in New Jersey. A town with more than its fair share of ghosts roaming around.


Look for more Saranormal books at your favorite store!
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Meet the author,
watch videos, and get extras at
KIDS.SimonandSchuster.com


www.saranormalbooks.com










[image: image]




 


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



The car sped past a playground and I was instantly reminded of that day, eight years ago, when I saw one of them for the first time. Well, two of them, to be exact.


We drove past the playground and a strip mall, and then the car slowed as we veered onto a ramp to the Garden State Parkway. I was too distracted to take much of anything in—not that the highway was all that scenic, but it was new to me and so I should have been curious. But I couldn’t focus. I was remembering that day eight years ago.


I felt her eyes on me before I realized she was there.


I squinted across the fenced-in area, trying to bring the girl into focus. She seemed to shimmer in the heat. I had never seen her before at my Little Learners School. Her chestnut-brown hair was divided into two tight braids. Braids that tight would have given me a headache, I remember thinking. She wore a plain gray dress and brown shoes. Her dress was longer than the ones the other girls at school wore. It was, in fact, totally unlike any of the dresses I had in my closet at home, even the ones I wore for dress-up.


She stood silently, staring at me as I rocked slowly on the teeter-totter horse. The white horse with its flowing, molded-plastic black mane was my horse. All the kids in the fours class knew I never rode the brown horse, only the white one.


I rocked with my pink skirt cascading over the seat and my white sneakers with magenta sparkles planted firmly on the footrests. The heat rose in waves off the recycled rubber-tire shavings on the ground.


I could feel Miss Susie’s curious gaze resting on me from the bench near the entrance. I wondered if she knew the new girl’s name. She wiped her brow with the back of her hand and remained on the shaded bench, too warm to play with the kids today.


I glanced over at Kendra and Emmy. Their bare legs stuck to the slide and made a squeaking noise as they slid down, one after the other. Noah, Will, and Jack played in the sandbox. No one else seemed to notice the girl. She stood by the far edge of the enclosed play space, her eyes on me.


I closed my eyes and rode my horse. Tiny beads of sweat tickled the roots of my sun-kissed hair. Suddenly I didn’t feel so good.


My eyes flicked open, and I slowed my rocking. An odd tingling danced across the soles of my feet. Tiny pinpricks of sensation. I took my feet off the footrests, dangling my legs, wiggling my toes inside my sneakers. I felt like I might throw up. I opened my mouth to call for Miss Susie . . . and then I saw the girl sitting on the brown teeter-totter horse next to me. She smiled.


I smiled back.


The girl began to rock. I started up my horse too. Side-by-side, we rocked together, our plastic horses keeping time. I glanced back at the other kids. Still no one noticed the new girl. I was glad. I liked her. Maybe she would be my friend. I didn’t want bossy Kendra to see her yet. Kendra never wanted to play with me, and she might convince the new girl not to play with me.


The girl grasped her horse’s chipped black mane with her right hand, gripping the handlebar with her left. I did the same. The girl nodded at me, and it was clear: Our horses would race. We galloped back and forth, our horses neck and neck. I turned to smile at her and sucked in my breath. The brown horse had no rider.


My new friend was gone. Just like that.


I gnawed my bottom lip, confused. Where did she go? I twirled about, searching the playground. But I didn’t see her anywhere.


A wave of intense nausea washed over me. Climbing shakily off the teeter-totter, I wondered if I’d be sent home. When Will threw up during circle time a few weeks ago, he had to go home. I was pretty sure my dad was at work, and I wondered if he’d have to leave to come pick me up.


Suddenly a different girl stood beside me. She had long black hair swept back into a shiny blue headband. She wore a pretty white blouse, navy-and-green plaid skirt, and tall navy socks that stretched all the way up to her knees. She began to skip around the teeter-totters. She waved her hand, beckoning me to join.


I wasn’t sure what to do. Suddenly I realized that I no longer felt sick. Miss Susie sat on the bench, fanning herself with a magazine. She didn’t seem to notice this new girl either. Noah looked over at me and waved. But he didn’t wave at the new girl. I watched the girl’s thick hair bounce as she skipped. I looked over toward Kendra, sure that she would tease the new girl for skipping around like a baby, but Kendra wasn’t paying attention. I decided that I wanted to skip too.


Around and around we went. I giggled as she made silly faces at me.


Suddenly the girl with the braids was back, atop the brown horse. She pointed toward the white horse. She wanted me to ride with her again. I stopped skipping and stepped in her direction. Not only did I have one new friend, but I had two!


The black-haired girl was suddenly in front of me. She scrambled onto the white horse. My white horse. The two girls began to ride. I wanted to ride too.


“That’s my horse,” I said quietly, pleading.


The girls kept rocking.


“That’s the horse I always ride,” I said, louder this time. “I was on it first.”


The girl stared ahead, as if she didn’t hear me. Tears pooled in my eyes, and I swallowed hard. I didn’t understand what was happening. Why wouldn’t she listen? Why didn’t they want to be my friends?


I tried to move toward them but couldn’t. My feet felt glued to the ground. I tried to reach for the girls, but I couldn’t move my arms. I had the terrible feeling that I was being pressed down under a bunch of pillows. I felt like I couldn’t breathe.


Miss Susie raced to my side. She drew me close, anxious to uncover the cause of my tears.


I started to tell her about the two girls.


But they had faded away.


As if they were never really there.


I blinked rapidly, pushing back the memory. I am pretty sure that was the first time. They were the first, but there’d been many others. Girls, boys, old, young. They all came to me and then faded away without saying a word.


I pressed my hand hard against the car window, then pulled it back. The sweaty imprint of my palm smudged the glass. I watched as my handprint quickly evaporated, leaving behind the clear glass.


Was it gone forever? Or was it hidden there somewhere?


I didn’t know the answer. Just like I don’t know what really happened to those two girls from the playground. But I do know that those girls weren’t a dream.


They were real.





CHAPTER 1



“See, it’s not so different. Open your window and smell the air,” my father instructed as we turned off the highway. He pressed a button somewhere to the left of the steering wheel, and my window rolled down by itself.


I cringed at the thought of what I might see out there and turned my back on the warm, summer breeze cutting through the stale odor of the rental car.


“Do you smell the ocean air, Sara?” my father asked, a little too eagerly. “Just like home. I mean, like California. They smell the same, don’t you think?”


I didn’t think so. The Atlantic Ocean smelled heavy and thick and salty. The Pacific didn’t have a smell, or at least it didn’t have one that I could remember.


I stared at my chipped purple nail polish, unwilling to look out the window, unwilling to inhale more East Coast air. My dad was trying so hard to make me happy. But I had this huge knot in my stomach that just wouldn’t go away and I couldn’t pretend to be happy, not even for my dad. Not today.


Pressing the automatic window button on my side, I heard the glass close, cocooning us once again in our bubble against the world.


“Do you want to talk about it?” my father asked, for what was probably the hundredth time. His voice was gentle. “Come on, Sara, the move will be good for us.”


“How do you know that?” I asked, shifting my gaze from the oblong stain of unknown origin on the gray-blue upholstered seat to the gray faux-leather dashboard. I held tight to the belief that if I didn’t look outside, New Jersey wouldn’t exist. “I liked California.”


My dad ran one hand through his curly brown hair. “You’ll like it here, too. Give it time.” He turned his attention back to the road through the small town, clogged with late-summer beach traffic.


Discussion over. That was classic Dad. He didn’t like to dig too deep, or push too hard. He preferred to wait for me to come to him, which was fine when I was little, but it’s a little more complicated now that I’m twelve.


What I didn’t get was why—now—were we suddenly diving in and moving across the country to some strange shore town where we knew no one?


Dad said it was his job. But, seriously, although my long blond hair and blue eyes make a lot of people assume I’m a flake, I’m way smarter than that. New Jersey doesn’t need another insurance claims adjuster, no matter how great my dad may be at his job. There was more to it. I just didn’t know what.


We drove in silence. A lot of people get freaked out by silence. I don’t mind it. Dad and I often hang out together without talking. Dad’s not a big sharer of thoughts or feelings. At my old school, the teachers always called me shy because I didn’t speak much. I don’t think I’m shy. I just realized early on that not everything needs to be vocalized. There’s a difference between shy and quiet.


“Our street’s coming up,” my dad announced. “I’m pretty sure I remember it from last time.” He’d flown out last month to meet his new boss and find us a place to live. I’d stayed behind at Aunt Charlotte’s house. We didn’t visit my dad’s younger sister much, and after four days of living with her and my crunchy uncle Dexter on their organic avocado farm, I could see why.


Dad slowed the car, raised his aviator sunglasses, and squinted at the map from the rental counter at the airport. Then he turned right onto Seagate Drive. So my new street was called Seagate Drive. . . .


I wrapped my arms around my knees and stole a look out the window. I couldn’t help it. My curiosity was too intense.


Old Victorian houses painted pastel colors lined the narrow street. I stared in amazement at a three-story lavender house with powder-blue trim. I’d never seen a house like that before! It was so different from the simple stucco house I’d grown up in.


“Nice street, right?” my dad asked, driving slowly.


“Nice” isn’t the word I would have chosen. “What kind of people paint their house pink?” I asked instead, pointing to a pink house on our left.


He let out an exasperated sigh. “Happy people.”


I wanted to reply, to say something nice so I didn’t sound like such a brat, but the tingling had started. In my left foot. Always my left foot first. Go away, I prayed. Oh, please, go away. My heart beat rapidly.


I knew what the tingling meant.


Three houses down, a group of dark-haired kids played on a circular white-pebbled driveway. Bikes, skateboards, and jump ropes lay scattered about, and shrieking laughter wafted through my closed window. I watched them chase one another, certain they were all related. A girl about my age ran after a younger boy. I wondered what she was like. Then the tingling spread to my right foot and began to creep up my legs.


“Here we are,” my dad announced. He waited nervously for my reaction as our car stopped in front of a weathered gabled house.


I blinked several times, struggling to focus. Willing the feeling to go away, I tried to focus on the details of the house. The sea air had weathered the once-vibrant siding. The painted burnt-orange trim was faded and peeling. A huge covered porch with decorative railings wrapped around the front. The second-floor windows opened to several small walkout balconies. Three large windows protruded from the roof, and an octagonal turret rose along the right side of the house.


The tingling rippled through my entire body. My dad was saying something about Victorian architecture, but I barely heard him. They were here. I couldn’t see them yet, but I could sense them. I knew they were here.


So many of them.


I squeezed my eyes tight, hoping to block them out. Then the nausea came over me, and I felt like I might throw up right there. The force of their presence pushed against me. I could feel them reaching for me . . . needing me.


“Sara? Do you feel all right?”


I opened my eyes and shook my head. “Must have been the airplane food,” I managed to croak.
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