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  To the horror writers who think they're not good enough…

You are.

Be the monster under someone's bed.
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  Soundtrack


Listen to the playlist linked at my website, authordonnataylor.com!

Zombie by Bad Wolves
Hard Time by Seinabo Sey
GREAT NIGHT (feat. Shovels & Rope) by NEEDTOBREATHE
Beggin for Thread by BANKS
When You Break by Bear’s Den
Feel It Still by Portugal. The Man
My Songs Know What You Did In The Dark (Light Em Up) by Fall Out Boy
you should see me in a crown by Billie Eilish
Live in the Moment by Portugal. The Man
Victorious by Panic! At The Disco
Centuries by Fall Out Boy
Stressed Out by Twenty One Pilots
Burn The House Down by AJR
Blood // Water by grandson
Counting Stars by OneRepublic
Natural by Imagine Dragons
High Hopes by Panic! At The Disco
Heathens by Twenty One Pilots
HandClap by Fitz and The Tantrums
Weak by AJR
Paralyzed by The Used
Walk On Water by Thirty Seconds To Mars








  
  Author's Note


Please keep in mind that Blood on the Boardwalk is a horror novel and may have elements, situations, and scenes that are unsuitable for sensitive readers. The characters in my book are all at least seventeen-years-old, and my San Nico Slayers series is best suited for readers ages fourteen and up. Blood on the Boardwalk contains violence, murder, stalking, gore, bullying, and light swearing. 







  
  Chapter 1


All the rides are lifeless as fog wraps around their wooden hills and reaching metal arms. Food stands and game booths sit shuttered, the gangway is empty, and the lights are off. The only sounds are the roaring waves to my left and the gull cries as they hover overhead, eyeballing the empty sand for scraps. 
This early in the morning, none of the boardwalk smells are around yet, although the air has a semi-permanent fried food funk hanging in it. Thick with grease, candy, and chocolate, the ocean just can’t seem to scrub it clean. 
The boardwalk is a completely different place during the day. Even with the sun out, the rides are lit up and that briny, day-old grease smell turns into gloriously fresh fried food mixed with coconut sunscreen. The employees and security brush out the homeless that sleep under the nearby train tracks and squat under the rollercoaster, pick up the used needles and spent joints, and make the place presentable for all the local families and tourists that make the San Nico Boardwalk their vacation destination.
But for right now mist hangs heavy in the air, fog blotting out the usually visible lighthouse. Even the wharf is a smudge through the clouds and it’s just down the way. Everything is a murky white. Damp and cold. A typical June morning in San Nico.
Bikes aren’t normally allowed on any part of the boardwalk, even the stretch closer to my house, far away from all this. They just care less when no one’s here. If I do ride past a security guard, they barely even look at me, let alone yell at me. I just have to put in more effort to time it right. It’s not exactly a shortcut to school, but a shortcut to my favorite coffee shop, and the caffeine injection is desperately needed right now.
Wind whips my hair and stings tears into my eyes as I pedal. I ride one-handed, tucking the other hand into my hoodie sleeve as I move, trying to warm it up before switching it out. My bike rolls down the main gangway. Wind batters my side, practically jerking me off my seat, the gusts are so strong. These are the hazards of living in coastal San Nico. 
Being a bike rider my entire life, I have thighs of steel and the balance of a ballet dancer with none of the endurance. Lucky for me, I never have to run anywhere except my next class, or away from all the whispers at school about the things my former best friend, Georgie, should have kept to herself. If it wasn’t for my bike riding, I’d be a blob in front of my computer, doing research for my next article in the school paper, making myself even more of a social outcast. God, I can’t wait to get out of this hellhole.
Amusement rides flick by, one after another, stagnant and dark. The carousel creeps by and I stare through the glass at all the ancient wooden horses. The quiet calliope in the wall. The giant open clown mouth where riders throw little metal rings as they ride by. Someone sitting on a horse.
My brain short-circuits, not understanding what I’m seeing. Maybe it’s the lack of caffeine or that I’m probably still half asleep. I stare, trying to sift through all the brass and paint and colors decorating the inside. I grind the heel of my hand into my eyes, trying to get the ocean brine out of them. But the more I blink, the clearer everything becomes. The clearer the person on the horse gets.
I whip my head back around to see my front tire closing in way too fast on a garbage can. My brakes squeal as I squeeze them and I heave my bike back, skidding on the side of the tire. My foot hits the boards to keep me upright instead of sliding down the walkway on my side. My heart beats so hard I feel faint, but a cold gust of wind snaps me back to reality.
The carousel is behind me and I drop my bike, metal and plastic clattering against the wood. I stumble over it, my foot catching on a pedal I don’t see. All I see is what’s in that carousel enclosure. Someone is sitting on a horse. Only when I get closer, I see it’s not just one. Two horses hold people and a chariot has someone in it too. None of them are moving.
Are there people sleeping on the carousel? How’d they even get in there? I thought they locked the enclosure overnight. How can anyone sleep sitting up on a carousel horse?
Because they’re not asleep.
Wind batters my neck and face, but heat blares in my ears as the thought floods my mind. I look around, trying to find anyone walking around, but I don’t even see security. It’s barely seven in the morning. The offices aren’t open yet and none of the rides open until at least ten. I’m in a carnival wasteland with nothing but the ocean roaring at my back.
I walk up to the enclosure window and peer around poles and horses and smudges on the glass. Three people are in there. The more I look, the more I see they’re not holding themselves up, not like normal riders would. A shoulder hunches against a pole. A head leans forward. The person sitting slouches like they don’t have the strength to pick themselves up.
That’s not what sleeping people look like.
The glass is cold as I press my palm into it and I tap it with a finger. Their backs are to me, so all that’s facing me is nothing but ratty hair and clothes that look like they’ve seen better days. Homeless people, maybe.
“Hello?” I try to yell through the glass, but my voice stops up my throat. 
A groan and a whir rattle the glass and a loud, sighing honk makes me screech as the calliope comes to life and lights blare like beacons. Flat, gaseous notes hiss out as it breathes itself alive, cymbals and drums banging together, something sounding like music. The carousel jerks. A cackle rips through a lull in the noise, yanking me away from the glass. Off to my side, Laffing Sal, a life-sized, motion-activated clown doll, bounces, arms flailing as it laughs and laughs and laughs. Its pitch rides high then low as the moving carousel horses gather steam.
Thing is, someone needs to walk by Laffing Sal to turn her on. I close my eyes and her gape-mouthed face flashes in my mind, hovering somewhere between cute and horrifying and something I don’t like looking at for too long if I feel like sleeping at night. When I open them, my heart hammers even faster as I try to understand how she’s even on right now because there’s nothing around. She’s in a glass case facing the gangway. It wouldn’t have been the carousel moving that did it. That’s way out of range. 
Wind screams in my ears as my eyes shift around the boardwalk, checking tables and corners and anywhere else someone might be, but there’s no one. No footsteps running away. No heavy breathing. Nothing. Just Sal, bouncing up and down as she guffaws. 
I look back at the carousel, heart thudding in my ears, and something in the enclosure catches my eye. The door at the side bangs open, whipped around by the wind. Something swirls, like smoke, before it disappears out the door. The carousel turns, drawing my attention back to it. The horses with the riders push themselves up and lower themselves down as the ride moves. Their backs shudder away from me as I focus on them. I lose them behind the central pillar for a moment before they circle back around and I scream.
My hand over my mouth, I stumble back, bile rising in my throat. They bob around the bend, the two moving up and down, the one sitting, its head lolling around on its neck. But the two, I see the two. It looks like they’re holding on to the poles, but the closer they get, the better I see the twine holding their hands in place, tied so tight it cuts into their flesh. Flesh that’s gone gray.
Faces are just as gray and shriveled, the skin wrinkled and brittle-looking. Mouths hang open, like they can’t stop screaming. One doesn’t have eyes at all, just gaping holes where eyes used to be. The other just has blinding white orbs. Both have metal rings pressed around their orbits like steel glasses. The same metal rings that I’ve tossed into the clown’s mouth as the carousel rides by a hundred times before.
The one who’s sitting, their head bobs forward, their chin bouncing off their chest. Hair flips over and then back. I still can’t see their face. The other two are both women, both gray and shriveled.
Oh, my god. They’re all dead.






  
  Chapter 2


My fingers are ice cold, and my hand shakes as I dig for my phone in my back pocket. It fumbles through my fingers and I practically throw it before getting a handle on it. Failed password attempt after failed facial scan, I mutter "screw it" and hit the emergency button that brings up a keypad. Three shaky digits later and I’m talking to dispatch. With the phone to my ear, I stare at the slowly turning carousel and the bodies bobbing around the ride. Every childhood memory, every random Friday night with my now-best friend, and Georgie’s brother, Connor, is knocked away like someone swiping dishes off a table. Replaced with this. I choke as I try to remember how to breathe. 
“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” the dull voice on the other end of the line asks.
“B-bodies. On the boardwalk.” My tongue is numb, or I’ve forgotten how to talk. I press my fingertips to my lips.
Cold slithers up my sleeves and finds the little peek of exposed flesh at my waistline. It slides under and crawls across my skin, making me shiver so hard I can barely speak.
“Ma’am? Did you say bodies?”
I stare into the domed room with the carousel as the thing turns, spinning the people around loop after loop after loop. Security is still nowhere to be found. I doubt anyone is even around to notice something’s wrong other than me.
“Yes.” It comes out a breathy whisper. “In the carousel. There’s no one here.” My teeth clack as I shiver. I stick my tongue between them to make them stop. As my teeth gnaw into my tongue, I taste blood and wince against the pain, realizing that my tongue is, in fact, not numb.
“Can you tell if they’re breathing?” Steady typing clicks through the phone.
They’re not alive. Definitely not alive. Oh god, they’re bodies. Real bodies. My knees wobble and I reach a hand out to steady myself on a nearby railing. “No…no.”
“No, you can’t tell if they’re breathing?”
I swallow hard. “They’re not breathing. They look dead.” Nothing living is that gray.
The dispatcher breathes. “Okay. I’m going to need you to stay on the line. Police are on their way. Make sure not to touch anything, okay?”
I shake my head, but it’s not like she can see that. “They’re on the other side of the glass. I can’t get to them.” I can, if I wanted to walk through that broken door, but the last thing I want is an up close and personal look at corpses.
A smack smack smack sound has me looking around, trying to find the noise. Every muscle in my body tenses and a scream crawls up my throat. My hands fist and I wrap my fingers around my phone like I can use it like brass knuckles. Then someone comes running down the boardwalk, jangling, clacking, arms pumping. Someone in a uniform. The swish swish of his jacket makes me step back as he rounds the sidewalk to me, SECURITY printed in bright yellow letters on his windbreaker. Cheeks blaze red from the cold and his mouth hangs open, gasping.
I look at him and he looks at me before he turns to the carousel, his radio squawking on his shoulder. 
“Oh man,” he mutters with a sag of his shoulders.
His eyes dart around the enclosure and more smacking sounds rounds another corner. More jangling. More clacking. Another winded young security guard jogs up, his cheeks not as flushed, but that might have more to do with his darker skin than anything.
The two guards look at each other and sirens blare like cannons. One car after another drives as far as the boardwalk entrance will allow them before blue uniforms pour out of vehicles and make their way over.
My phone dangles at my legs and I barely hear the tinny voice on the other end. My thumb hits the disconnect button before I can think to not. I step out of the way of the blue swarm, gladly letting them pass. All that’s visible of the carousel now is the top sliver of glass and the shining lights on the roof of the ride holding up all those horses. All those bodies. There’s a wall of security in front of me and I keep getting pushed back and back and back. I gladly welcome the distance.
I don’t fight them as I move backward, my legs barely able to hold me up. There’s nothing more I want to do now than collapse onto my bed, wrap myself in a blanket cocoon, and sleep until Monday. But then I’d have to explain why to my parents. To Connor. My parents would have to call the school. What if there’s someone in the office when the secretary takes the call who overhears? Connor wouldn’t say anything, of course, but anyone else? They’d take it and run with it. The girl who sees vampires is now finding bodies? My life is crappy enough without adding that to it.
No. Going home isn’t an option. I have to pretend like this never happened. Just finish up here and go on my way like this is a regular Friday. And it is, except for the bodies. Assuming I can keep myself out of the paper, no one needs to know I was even here. The weird girl doesn’t have to get weirder. I can just go get my coffee and bike to school.
One cop walks crime scene tape around the perimeter, shutting me out from the scene completely. Another stands to the side, his hair grayer than the others, and his paunch bigger. He just stands there staring at the carousel, his hands stuck in his pockets. He doesn’t even blink. Another cop walks up to him and starts talking, but all I hear is noise, the words lost in the wind and the bustle of the growing crime scene. The older cop shakes his head and seems to recover himself. At least he’s moving. He rubs a hand on his forehead and shakes his head again as the other cop’s mouth keeps moving.
“Don’t jump to conclusions. Didn’t they teach you that at the academy?” the older cop yells and shoulders his way past his younger counterpart, shaking his head.
He walks toward me and for a second I think he’s going to stop and say something. Instead, he keeps moving, not seeing me despite looking right at me. His eyes are wide and unseeing. His lip trembles and I have to jump out of the way as he barrels by. Still, he says nothing. None of the other cops look like he does. They all go about their business, talking to each other, pointing toward the crime scene, moving out of the way as techs with toolboxes make their way through.
My bike is still on its side in front of the garbage can. I pick it up and a pedal scrapes on the planks. I go to mount it, ready to get the hell away from here, when someone calls out from behind me.
“You the one that called this in?”
I look over my shoulder to see a San Nico cop sauntering toward me wearing a windbreaker like the security guard’s, only his says POLICE. He’s a shorter guy, a little younger than middle-aged maybe, and with only a button or two straining against an expanding stomach.
“Yeah. As soon as I saw it.”
Wind crawls down my neck, prickling the little hairs there, and I shiver. I check the time on my phone and thank the alarm gods that I got up as early as I did.
Pad and pen in hand, he squints. “Notice anything unusual? Anyone looking like they don’t belong? Anyone rushing away from the gangway?”
I snort and quickly clear my throat when he squints harder at me. Other than the drug dealers and the homeless and a random prostitute or two shuffling away for the day? But I don’t say that. Surely he knows where he’s standing. Usually, none of that ends up with dead bodies.
“Not that I noticed.” I don’t mention Laffing Sal. Something must have triggered her, like a flag I can’t see or something. I stick my frozen fingers into my hoodie pocket and remind myself of the morning treat I owe myself. “I just wanted to get a drink at Martinelli’s before school.” Fog blurs the wharf as I point at it.
“How old are you?”
“Seventeen,” I say.
He nods. “I’d like to take your name and number along with your parents’ info, in case we need to contact you again.” He readies his pen over the paper.
I bite my lip, my legs jiggling underneath me, in part to keep warm and in part anxious to get out of here. “Why would you need to ask me anything else? I literally just saw them.” I motion to the carousel, to the bodies still tied to the horses, and shove my hand back into my pocket. “And called nine-one-one. That’s it. Nothing else happened.”
“It’s just procedure,” he says. He motions with his hand before placing his pen to paper, and waits. When I say nothing he says, “Name?”
I grunt and stop myself from rolling my eyes. Crap. “Jenna. Romano.” My last name comes out like an afterthought, like I almost forget it. 
I start my phone number when he holds up his hand before he continues writing. “No need. I know how to get a hold of your parents. Tell your mom her coconut cream pie is to die for.”
A breath releases out of my nose. Of course he knows my parents. Who wouldn’t? They only own the most popular diner in town. And it’s a small town, even during tourist season. In the off-season, it’s even smaller and gossipier and more intrusive than normal. 
“You’re not going to give my name to the paper, are you?” I’ll get down on my knees and beg if I have to. Anything to keep me from being tied to this mess.
Seriously, that’s the last thing I need, and it would probably be bad for business. Diner daughter and the dead. I will more quickly get over the nightmares those corpses cause me than I will anyone at school getting a hold of the fact that I found those bodies. They all think I’m freakish enough without adding a murder scene to my high school rap sheet. And my parents are overbearing enough without them knowing I found some homicide victims. They had me in therapy for years because of a vampire dream I had when I was little. The same dream Georgie was sworn to secrecy about before she ditched me and blabbed it. I can’t even imagine what they’d do with this.
He lifts an eyebrow as he finishes writing. “You’re a minor. I can’t. Besides, it’s unnecessary. Not for just calling it in. Unless you witnessed something.”
I shake my head like I’m trying to knock the memories out of it. 
He motions behind me. “We’ll call you if we need anything else. You want a ride?”
“No!” My voice is a screech. The cop’s eyes widen. Good god, I can only imagine what would happen if I pulled up to school in a cop car. Might as well light myself on fire right now. I clear my throat and try again. “No. Thanks. I’m fine.”
I throw myself onto my bike and pedal like my life depends on it, putting the crime scene behind me. The farther away I can get from it, the lighter the weight on my shoulders gets. More distance, more space. I look around, but it’s just dead boardwalk. Ugh. Not the right thing to think. Still, there’s no one around. Plausible deniability. Bodies? What bodies? Luckily, people can’t actually see in my head.
A quick stop at the coffee shop later, with the sweetest, most caffeinated drink on the Martielli's menu in my hand, I head to school. 
I really should tell Connor. He’s my best friend. I tell him everything. Literally everything. He’ll be so pissed if he finds out from anyone other than me I found some bodies on the boardwalk. But no one else saw me there except the police, and they’re not telling anyone. My parents don’t know. No one does. So I keep it to myself because the last thing I want to relive is the morning I’ve had, and it’s not even eight a.m. I keep my phone in my pocket and when I see his shining face waiting for me at my locker, I breathe a hearty sigh of relief.
Until he complains that I didn’t bring him a coffee too. Then I just roll my eyes and hand him my cup as I lock the carousel corpses away in the deepest part of my brain.






  
  Chapter 3


“Hey, fanger! You killing the cow back there or what? Where’s my food?” 
My teeth grind together and my nostrils flare as I slap the raw burger patty on the grill harder than necessary.
Oh, if only ignoring something made it go away. Ignore it. Keep my head low. Don’t draw attention. That’s been my entire life to this point, and it’s never worked. That’s what happens when kids found out I saw a shrink because I thought I saw fangs when I was little. And ghosts, but only Connor knows that one. Do I see ghosts because I saw the fangs? Is my brain broke? Who knows? All I know is I haven’t been able to live it down since Georgie ran her big, fat mouth about it. It’s been four years. Only one more before I can spring this town and put it all behind me. 
Case in point: me having to deal with jerks like Georgie, my former best friend turned worst enemy, making my life a living hell even out of school. It’s because of her everyone knows my little fangy secret. She knows my parents own this diner. She practically grew up here with me, which is probably why she acts like this. Like a dog pissing on a plant to mark its territory, even though this is my territory. My parents own this diner, but Georgie’s parents are city council and rotary and a number of charities and friends with everyone important. So if my parents want to stay operational, Georgie gets to keep coming in that door. Lucky. Me.
The only real satisfaction I get is wondering if I can kill her with a hamburger bun. It might take two or three. Ball them up, stuff them down her throat. I just wouldn’t want it getting back to my parents.
My knuckles turn white as I death-grip the handle. The buns probably won’t work. I’ll just beat her to death with a spatula. Death of a thousand slaps.
A warm, clammy hand slides on top of mine. For a second I tense before all that tension fizzles like so much fat on the grill. My head drops and I breathe in grease and meat and baked goods, a smell forever tattooed in my nostrils.
“Murder is bad for business, Jenna. We’ve told you that.” My dad’s voice is warm and calm, but edged with apprehension.
I look at him. We share the same jet black hair, but my features are all my mom’s: round, ill-defined, and pasty pale (which confuses people since I live at the beach). A baby face, she calls it. Carded until I’m fifty, I call it. Maybe if I had some gray like my dad, I’d at least look like I don’t belong in day care. 
“And Georgie is bad for me. Please, just kick them out already,” I tell him. I look at him with wide, sad eyes, hoping this time will be it. He’ll finally see the cumulative effect of Georgie’s torture on me and ban her from the premises.
Unfortunately, today is not my day.
“We’ve told you that before too,” he says as he picks up the package of buns and twirls it closed. “Pissing off Georgie’s parents is bad for business, too. Until she does something illegal, she’s welcome like any other patron.” He sighs and his eyebrow twitches up.
I scrape the meat patty off the grill and plop it onto a bun. “If any other patron talked that kind of shit, you’d kick them out,” I say as I slide onions on top of the burger. 
“Sounds like you owe the jar.” Dad nods to the swear jar and ignores what I said. 
Yes. We’re that kind of family. Swear jar. The first year Georgie turned on me, I earned us a trip to Magic Mountain.
“I’ll finish this. Pay the piper,” he says and takes the spatula out of my hand.
He scrapes together the last of Georgie’s table’s orders as I dig into my pocket for a dollar. He’s out the door before I turn back around. I slide over to the window and stare into the dining room. Dad balances the plates on his arms like a magician. He’s only been doing this longer than I’ve been alive. He places the plates in front of everyone, saving Georgie’s for last. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but Georgie’s cronies all stare pretty hard at their plates while her eyes lock on him. A muscle in her jaw twitches. It could be the smoke in my eyes, but I swear she blinks back tears. With a quick nod and a cleared throat, my dad pats her on the shoulder and walks back to the kitchen.
Georgie’s eyes dart to me like some sort of homing beacon, and she snarls. As his back is to them, she flips me the bird. I sneer back, quickly grab the spatula and a pickle slice, and let it fly. It smacks wetly against Georgie’s cheek and she screeches before angrily wiping her napkin across her face. Poor thing. She’ll have to redo her makeup now. Laughter bubbles in my chest as I look at the clock on the wall. Three thirty. If she heads home now, she’ll get it done before she and her locusts make their way to the boardwalk before closing.
“You know I saw that, right?” Dad says as he comes through the door.
He picks up his knife and starts in on a bag of onions. His eyes have to be made of steel because I’ve never seen the man cry once. Me? I’m a sniveling mess by the end of the first cut.
I lift my eyebrows and open my eyes wide in my most innocent of looks. “Saw what?”
Out of the corner of my eye, I watch them “eat.” I say “eat” because for them it’s cool to order food and then waste the hell out of it by eating a french fry and a half and calling it a day. I guess when they have money to blow, what’s some wasted diner food? And Georgie has plenty money. 

      [image: image-placeholder]I finish scraping the grill and look through the window. Georgie and her girls are still there, but it looks like they’re wrapping up. Purse straps slide up shoulders. Bare thighs peel off plastic booth seats. At four on a Friday afternoon, the grill is slow, and I have nothing else to keep my attention except my enemies making their way out of my parents’ diner. I can’t help but think about what she’ll say to her daddy about what my dad said. Luckily, we’re too established in town to be affected by that kind of nonsense too much. Still, Mr. and Mrs. Delvecchio can make our lives less than pleasant for daring to sass back to their kid.
Working at the diner helps distract me from all that crap. Well, on the days when she and her lackeys don’t come in. Not like we’re the only diner in town, but she makes it seem that way. When they’re not here, I’m fully focused. There’s something about the rhythm of it all. I’m going to die of old age with the smell of french fry grease in my hair, but whatever. I’m never on the schedule, but there’s always something that needs doing, especially in the kitchen, so no one complains. It eats time when I have it to spare and don’t feel like staring at a computer screen researching something, or if Connor isn’t around.
With the coast clear, I bring a bin and some takeout containers to their table and bus it, boxing up the meals’-worth of food before clearing the dishes. I head back into the kitchen, snatch a paper bag, and slide the biodegradable containers in.
“Need some air,” I say to the open kitchen. “Be right back.”
No one responds, but I don’t expect them to. Someone’s around somewhere. Right now I need to go, just for a second. I untie my apron, hang it on a hook on the back door, and walk into the alley to take in a lungful of air.
And immediately choke. Garbage pickup isn’t until the morning and the dumpster is full. Gross. So I walk a few feet away and the smell eventually lessens.
A ripe, pungent waft of dank hits my nose. A couple of stoners walk by the alley entrance, bud in hand. People can’t technically toke in public in California, but in San Nico the police have bigger fish to fry. Case in point: the boardwalk this morning.
I walk toward the sidewalk and make my way farther downtown. I skip the main thoroughfare, lined with trendy shops, local brew houses, and a club or two. Plus, there’s the movie theater with the vintage fluorescent sign. Super hip. Great for Instasnap photos. Gag. The next street over is where I want to be. The one where if tourists find themselves, they move a little faster.
San Nico never felt unsafe to me. As a local, I’ve developed a level of comfort with the town. Bad things happen. Weird things happen. To the transients, the homeless, the punks, the hippies. Just not to the locals. So it’s okay. The town practically cleans up itself, some like Georgie’s parents would say.
Thing is when someone grows up with it, their weird tolerance goes up. It has to. For instance, there’s a homeless kid lying next to a curb on the corner. Heavy jacket, longer hair, fingerless gloves. It looks like he’s asleep, and it looks like I can see the sewer grate right through him. Must be the sun, right? Got a glare or something? Or I’m having a stroke. When he sits up I try so hard not to react because there’s nothing to react to. Not to anyone else, anyway. No one sees him as they walk by. Normally, the homeless get the side-eye “not looking” look. Not this guy. It’s like he doesn’t exist. But he pulls himself up and I clear my throat, trying to hide my reaction. He props himself on the curb, sitting like any normal person would sit, only no one can see the curb through normal legs and a normal butt.
“Hey, girl,” he says as I walk a little faster past him. “Another great day.”
He smiles as I try to not look at him, but I can’t help but see his translucent form. I talked to him once, the first time I saw him when I was twelve. Then I didn’t even notice he wasn’t all there. A few people who walked by me looked at me like I’d grown another three heads. When I looked back at him, he was gone. I was less scared and more angry with myself. By then I’d been seeing ghosts for years. Sometimes they’re human-looking, like this kid. Other times…they’re not. So I should have noticed, but sometimes I just wanted to talk to someone, especially then. And he talked to me.
I feel bad zooming by, but he never seems to take it personally. Because I see him all the time and every time he says hi. Sometimes I flick my fingers at him in a sort of wave, letting him know I see him. Others, like now, I just keep moving. Too many people on the street this time. I can’t risk anyone else thinking I’m any weirder than they already do, even if they’re total strangers.
Finally, I reach the very alive group of homeless kids congregating on a corner. Boys and girls cluster in clothes that haven’t seen a washer in who knows how long. Matted dreadlocks, greasy beanies, dingy clothes, all the markers of people who live on the street. The wind blows and I get a whiff of them and let it glide right over me, along with the puffs of weed and nicotine. They cheer and say hey when they see me, some saying my name. I see them often enough that they at least know me, even if I don’t know them. I don’t say much when I hand off the food. They say thanks and immediately dive in, showing no care to what’s actually in the containers other than something edible. The food should go to people who need it, not people who just want to stare at it before throwing it away.
Just as I go to walk away, I notice how stiff they stand. How hunched their shoulders are. There are bags under their eyes and their hands shake, but it’s not cold. It doesn’t stop them from eating, but they’re not nearly as laid back as they’ve been in the past.
“What’s wrong?” I ask no one in particular. The sounds of loud chewing hit my ears. “You seem…nervous?” Is that it? I can’t really put my finger on it.
“You know where there’s a shelter we can stay at?” the one with dreadlocks asks between chews, completely ignoring my questions.
I pull my phone out of my pocket and look it up. “Looks like there’s one on Shell Street, maybe a half mile away. The other one’s on the edge of town on Cliff. Don’t…don’t you know that?” I figured that’s where they slept. I mean, I know the homeless sleep everywhere around here. The weather permits it, usually, but I just assumed.
A girl with dull red, scraggly hair brushes crumbs from her fingers before talking. “Not where we usually sleep. But all things considered…”
“The dead are restless too. He’s got them all riled up.” Ghostly words whisper into my ear.
I keep the scream on the inside as the teenage ghost from the curb sidles up to my shoulder and whispers windy words to me. My heart hammers hard like it did this morning, knocking against my ribcage. Images of the corpses on the carousel flash into my mind before the humans eating food in front of me filter back in.
I clear my throat again and scratch my cheek. Because the ghost’s existence isn’t creepy enough, he has to talk about riled up dead too.
“What…” I start to ask, but stop myself. The answer is already there: the bodies, the boardwalk. Bodies that had seen better days, with dirty hair and old, mangy clothes. 
“Just playin’ it safe. As safe as we can, anyway,” another boy says, his hair hanging in his eyes. 
“They’re not safe and they know it, but we all lie to ourselves, right?” The ghost’s breath is like an ice cube in my ear and I shudder. 
I glance at him. He stares right back, like he’s drilling something into me. Goosebumps prickle along my skin, even though the sun shines on me. My stomach churns. He’s said nothing like this before and it’s creeping me out. I look back at the group and nod.
“Sure. I guess call the police if you see anything.” I hold up my phone like they don’t know what one is and jerk it down, silently scolding myself.
They all laugh. Some snide chuckles and some rolling guffaws like I’d just cracked the funniest joke they’d ever heard.
“We can’t trust the police in a normal town,” the redhead says as she sticks a fry in her mouth. “And San Nico ain’t normal.”
“Cops hide stuff. Freaky stuff. Like today?” The boy with the dreadlocks shakes his head and swallows the food in his mouth. “That ain’t making the paper. Ain’t gonna see no more cops on the street neither. It’s why we’re gettin’ inside.”
“Smart,” the ghost says as he nods to the group of living teens. “They make a farmer’s market of easy pickings for the monster that’s come to San Nico. Pops them open like a can of organic jam and guzzles their insides.”
I swallow hard and fight the gag trying to push everything back up. I nod again and drop my head, my hands in my pockets, and walk on, leaving the teens and the ghost behind. I make a loop back to the diner, my muscles cramped to the point of pain as I try to keep them from shaking. Shivers cling to my shoulders, and I have a hard time shaking them off as I cross the street. I’m buried deep in my thoughts, thinking about what I just heard. My phone isn’t much of a distraction for me during school, so I haven’t looked at it. Now that I think about it, I don’t remember anyone talking about the murders. No whispers in the halls. No shared phones to read a news alert. Nothing.
The end of the sidewalk comes up, and I don’t think to look both ways. In pedestrian-friendly San Nico, that becomes almost moot.
Almost. 
Someone yells “watch out!” and I look up. 






  
  Chapter 4


Brakes squeal. Gravel crunches. The world turns into a panicky blur as the thinnest shred of a bicycle tire touches the shin of my jeans before the bike lurches to a stop. A sun-tanned face with over-styled hair beams at me as I glare at Connor and shove his shoulder. 
“Jerk,” I mutter.
“Fancy running into you here,” he says with a whitened, straight-toothed smile. “Didn’t your parents ever teach you to look both ways before crossing a street?”
I roll my eyes and keep walking while Connor turns his bike around to follow me. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you to look up when riding a bike? You could have killed me.”
Connor blows a raspberry with his lips. “Doubtful. This thing barely kills ants if I run over them.”
“How’d you find me?” I ask as I step onto the sidewalk and head back to the diner.
“Aside from the fact that we’re psychically linked? Your mom said you took some food out. Didn’t take long to figure out the rest.”
Psychically linked, my left foot. He would clutch his RayBans into shards if he were ever inside my head. Doesn’t mean we’re not best friends and that he doesn’t know me as if I were his own sister. I might as well be. Considering Georgie is his sister, and the three of us used to be glued together, he’d be willing to perform some Freaky Friday magic to make the switch between me and her. He tolerates Georgie because he’s required to, but it ends there.
“So guess what?” he asks as he sits on his bike, his pristine sneakers barely touching the pavement as he rolls along next to me. 
I look at him, eyes wide, and wait for the reveal, trying not to get too distracted by the swirl of a red and blue Spiderman t-shirt and some kind of neon monstrosity of an opened, button-down shirt as it flutters in the breeze. It catches a beam of sunlight and nearly blinds me. Connor is the only guy I know who can pull off this train wreck of a wardrobe, and he does it shamelessly. Mostly it’s his middle finger salute to his absent yet overly nagging mom.
“It’s Friday!” he says with a tiny air punch.
“The sky is blue!” I say back, taking his enthusiasm down to a two.
He puffs out his lips and grunts dramatically before rolling his head to me. “You’re going to make me work for this, aren’t you?”
I nod and laugh as we round the corner. I usually make him work for it because he loves the drama. Any drama. Even if it’s just the drama of convincing me to go out on a Friday night, despite knowing that I’ll be going anyway. It’s his oxygen. Connor isn’t one to cause drama, but he’ll be right next to the drama fire with a can of gasoline if it suits him.
We get back to the diner, and he locks up his bike while I head straight for the soda fountain to get us some drinks. He comes in and throws himself into a booth, and I plop his glass of toxic waste mixture (Mountain Dew, Sprite, and Dr. Pepper, I’m honestly not sure how he’s still alive) in front of him. 
“Boardwalk tonight?” he asks, spinning his house keys around his finger. 
I frown. “It’s open?”
“Uh…why wouldn’t it be?” he asks, one eyebrow raised.
I grab my phone and pull up the boardwalk’s website, frowning at the screen as I navigate to the announcements page. Sure enough, they’re open for business, but there’s a short list of rides closed for maintenance. The carousel is one of them. Yeah, maintaining the corpse stench off of it. Still, not twelve hours earlier, a bunch of bodies were found down there, and they’re okay with people getting anywhere near it? Shouldn’t the whole place close? My heart thunders, and I clear my throat. Add that to the absolutely no news about the murders and my head spins. Why isn’t there more attention on it?
Connor doesn’t know about it because I didn’t tell him. The police kept their mouths shut, just like the homeless kids said.
“I, um, thought I heard something about some electrical issue. Guess not.” I sigh and stick my phone back in my pocket. “I guess I’ll have to check my calendar.”
“Girl, I make your calendar and you’ve been free since kindergarten. We’re meeting some people.”
I sag and pout. “C’mon, Conner. I don’t want to people. Do I have to wear makeup?”
He holds up his pointer finger and thumb, and pinches them almost closed. “But don’t try too hard. It shows when you do that.”
“Isn’t that the point?” Like, literally the point of makeup? To try some level of hard?”
He tucks his chin into his neck, and scans my face. “Until you watch some more makeup tutorials, no.”
An indignant noise catches in my throat, and I clear it away. “Fine. Who are we meeting?”
“Franco and JJ. I think Mel might be there. I don’t know who else.” I give him a hooded look. “Don’t give me that.”
My arms cross in front of my chest, and I choke back a laugh. “Is this for another doll?” 
His eyes narrow as he pulls himself straight. “It’s not a doll, it’s a Concert Series Desert Battle Captain America with Assault Shield action figure and I’m going to have to ask you to back the hell up.”
I can’t help it. The laugh just spills out. “You know, if this were drugs, people would say you have a problem.”
“Lucky for me, I’m not chopping up Steve Rogers and snorting him. I’ll swing by at eight. Try not to smell like french fries.” He snaps and points his finger gun at me before waltzing out the door. 
“No one will notice if I smell like fries at the Boardwalk!” I yell to his back, only slightly irritated. He knows I take like six showers after I’m done at the diner because I’m panicked that I actually will smell like the diner if I don’t. If it were anyone else saying that, I’d tell them to screw themselves, but it’s Connor and I know he doesn’t really mean it. Not in a nasty way, anyway.
He waves without turning around, and I watch him hop on his bike and ride off. 
This is our every weekend: me being reluctant to go out and him having to drag me out. The people we’ll be hanging out with are fine, I guess. Mel’s too new to know much about me, and the others give me space, mainly because Connor told them to. That’s fine. We all get along well enough with Connor as our anchor, and I’m not so much a social pariah that I don’t know how to act around people. What I don’t want to deal with is Georgie and her boardwalk rat friends. They have cars. They could go anywhere else, but they don’t.
And now the bodies. Just thinking about it sends a shiver through me. I’m never not going to look at that carousel and see those bodies. Riding it? Forget it. At least I don’t have to worry about that right now. I guess no one else is worrying about how those bodies got dead and got there if the boardwalk is open. Profits over protection, I guess. Still, that’s weird and it makes my fingers twitch.
Then again, maybe I can use this. Maybe I can try to find something. A triple homicide doesn’t go unnoticed for no reason. There’s a lot of weed in San Nico, but no one’s that high. Maybe I can kill two birds with one stone: satisfy Connor, and find out more about those bodies. Hell of a Friday night.






  
  Chapter 5


“She’s making herself pretty.” Connor’s voice travels up the stairs to me. 
My dad’s voice follows right behind it. “She pretends like she has to try all that hard.”
“I hate you both!” I yell to them as I stare at myself in the mirror.
Hopefully, this passes Connor’s muster. My jeans are cleaner than the grease-stained ones I was wearing earlier, and I’m wearing a T-shirt with a V-neck because I’m fancy. This pair of Chucks still have all the white visible, and my hair is coconut-scented and free of french fry funk. The urge to throw it up into a ponytail is high, but I know Connor will rip the band right out. I settle on looping the elastic around my wrist. Then I grab my jacket, and head out of my room.
Connor splays across my couch, looking like he spent far more time in front of a mirror than I just did, talking to my dad.
“Took you long enough,” he mutters as my dad looks over his shoulder at me.
“Be good. Home by midnight,” my dad says.
I sigh and shoulder my jacket on. “I know, Dad.”
Connor smirks and heads for the door, Dad right behind him. Before I can leave, Dad grabs me into a hug and kisses the top of my head. He smells like soap and burgers.
“You okay?” I ask as he muffles my face into his chest.
“I can’t give my
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