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CYDELLE BOOTH WOKE Monday morning with the July sun, jumped out of bed, and scrambled to get ready for the day. She beat her brother Rodger down the stairs and was halfway through her breakfast by the time her mother entered the kitchen. 

"Someone's eager," her mother, Charlotte, said. 

"Drama camp starts today! I don't want to be late."

"Just because you finish feeding the chickens thirty minutes early, doesn't mean we'll leave early, Ellie."

She nodded, quickly swallowing her Eggo waffle. "I know, Mom. But if I finish early, then I can help Dad, and then we can leave early."

Charlotte laughed, kissing Cydelle's temple. "I'm glad to see you're feeling better."

Cydelle nodded, glad she was too.

Last month, Cydelle had partially merged with the soul of her great-grandma. It made her sick, cold, and confused, but what had been really scary was the ghost going to Heaven and almost taking Cydelle with her. 

Great-Grandma Cydelle hadn't meant to do it, ghosts were just memories, but she still had nightmares about it. Feeling cold and confused. Not sure where she was and struggling to remember her name. She never wanted to meet another human ghost.

The sound of stomps on the stairs shook Cydelle from her thoughts.

Rodger bounded into the kitchen, dressed for barn work. He headed right for the walkie-talkies the family used as they worked the dairy farm. "Dad mixing feed already?"

Cydelle looked toward the small tech table. A walkie-talkie was missing. 

"No doubt," Charlotte answered. "What do you want-"

Rodger was gone, snagging a walkie-talkie and heading out the back door.

Charlotte sighed. "Guess your brother is just as excited for camp as you are if he's skipping breakfast."

"Nu-uh. No one is more excited than me." Cydelle ate the last bit of waffle, put her plate in the dishwasher, and headed out the door. 

Since she was ten, Cydelle looked after the family chickens all by herself. At the small shed next to the pen, she put on long, thick leather gloves. Then, she grabbed the waiting basket. Egg-gathering supplies ready, she opened the gate just a crack and slipped into the pen. She didn't want to have to catch an escaped chicken this morning. Clucking as she went, careful to avoid stepping on a bird, she circled the hen house. 

Her dad, Victor, had built it full of platforms for the hens to nest in with a door behind each. Cydelle opened them one by one to check for eggs. The first two were empty. The third held a single egg. The fourth held Hilda.

Cydelle grimaced. Hilda was her least favorite hen. Charlotte called her a witch's chicken – black as night and mean as a cold snap. While it wasn't uncommon for hens to peck while she collected eggs, Hilda would attack at any time. When Cydelle collected eggs, as she spread feed, or if she walked too close, Hilda would peck at her fingers, her wrists, or her feet. Usually, Cydelle carried an old back scratcher to keep her away, but in her eagerness to get her chores done, she'd forgotten it. 

"Good girl," Cydelle cooed, inching her arm forward. The thick leather glove should protect her, but it would be best if Hilda just jumped off the nest. "Cluck cluck." 

Hilda bawked, but didn't move. 

"Hilda, please. You didn't lay an egg yesterday, or the day before, so I think you have one now." Cydelle jabbed the hen and pulled her hand back fast, barely avoiding a peck. 

Cydelle nibbled her bottom lip. She couldn't waste time this morning, she just couldn't.  There was nothing for it, she'd have to take the risk. Taking a deep breath, Cydelle let out a yell and plunged her hand into the warm space under Hilda. The hen shrieked and began pecking Cydelle's wrist. Thankfully, she felt the egg right away and pulled her hand free quickly. She placed it in her basket, then slammed the small door into Hilda's beak. 

Wincing, Cydelle inspected her arm. The leather was unbroken, but there were new dents. What if they made crafts at camp and her wrist was too sore to make anything pretty? She'd never make any friends. 

Holding back tears, she quickly finished gathering the eggs. There were only four this morning, but that was okay. There were three yesterday. Egg gathering done, Cydelle spread out the morning feed and the hens came trotting over for breakfast. 

She counted all nine live hens and three ghost hens. The ghosts usually showed up around feeding time. While they were dead, existing only as silvery, living memories, the hens kept the same schedule and would until they ran out of memories to relive. 

Cydelle watched the ghosts peck the ground for a second before running back to the house. She had to deliver the eggs, then she'd help Victor and Rodger feed the cows. She refused to be late to camp.
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VICTOR DROVE INTO TOWN, the old pickup truck rumbling as they waited at a stoplight. Cydelle looked out the window, staring at the church. It was one of the few places they visited in Tichiford. Church, the store, the doctor's office. Camp would be a new place.

More importantly, a new start. 

"Rodger, look out for your sister," Charlotte said as they drove. "I know Travis and Dylan are also at camp but don't ignore your sister to hang out with your friends."

Cydelle looked at Rodger, who sat beside her in the back seat. He rolled his eyes at their mom's request, but Cydelle knew he'd keep an eye on her. After what happened last month, the whole family did. 

"Cydelle, stay with the group. Never go anywhere alone."

"Even the bathroom?"

"Especially the bathroom."

"I'm not going to see a ghost in the bathroom."

"You never know."

"I'll need a friend to go with me." 

"I'm sure you'll make one fast," Charlotte said. 

Cydelle looked down at her hands. She hoped so. Being homeschooled meant no friends, and none of the kids at Sunday School liked her either.  Making friends, she knew, was the reason her parents signed her and Rodger up for camp. They didn't want her to go on another adventure like she had the night of her eleventh birthday, investigating a local ghost story to meet a human ghost.

Cydelle and Rodger had overheard their parents quietly arguing once. The ghost Cydelle found was another Cydelle Booth – her murdered great-grandma – and the family connection might have been why their souls had blended. Might. Human ghosts were so rare her mother had never met one and she didn't know much about them.

That had scared Cydelle. The idea that her mom and dad didn't know things.

As Rodger and Cydelle hugged each other, they listened to their parents fight about moving. A city was full of people, full of whole souls that would chase away the partial souls of the dead. 

"She's desperate for kids her age to play with," her mom had said. "She wouldn't have gone on a ghost hunt if she had friends. Let's give her opportunities to make them first."

So they stayed on the Booth family farm. Cydelle saw Big Red and Big Blue, her great-grandma's horses graze in the backyard. She'd get shivers sometimes. She'd have strange dreams. For two weeks, she was always in someone's sight. Rodger chased away any ghost that got too close, even Ginger the cat who did nothing but walk the porch and curl into a silver ball on the couch.

The stoplight changed and Victor pressed the gas. Charlotte had never seen a human ghost in Tichiford. She was sure she'd be safe going to the bathroom by herself.

Besides, asking for someone to go with her? Babies did that. Cydelle was eleven. She could go by herself. 

Her dad turned into a parking lot. Cydelle and Rodger pressed close to the glass to see the recreation building. It was smaller than the barn, smaller than church too. Brown and flat, it didn't look special. To the left was a grassy area with a playscape. What drew Cydelle's eyes, however, were the other kids. 

Cydelle scanned the faces of the boys and girls. Older, younger, it didn't matter. They were all strangers. Kids who didn't know her, kids who wouldn't call her Cuckoo Cydelle like at Sunday School. Kids who, maybe, would be her friend. 

As soon as Victor turned off the engine, Cydelle undid her seat belt and threw open the door. "Come on, come on!"

"Oh, suddenly I can't move fast at all," Victor said. Moving in slow motion, he turned in his seat before moving one foot to the running board.

"Da~ad," Cydelle whined. "Come on!"

"Don't tease," Charlotte said, coming around the truck. "Come on, you two. Let's go sign you in."

Cydelle skipped to her mom's side. Rodger followed at a slower pace, but still eager. For the first time, Rodger would see his friends every day for a week. 

Signing in was easy, just a few signatures. Victor gave them each a hug while Charlotte smothered their faces in kisses. 

"Mom, you're embarrassing me." Rodger brushed Charlotte off, scanning the entryway for his friends. 

"Deal," she answered. "It's not every day I leave you. I'll miss you."

"It's six hours."

"Six hours I'll never again have with you."

"I'm thirteen. I don't need to be with my mom all the time."

"No," Charlotte agreed. Cydelle thought she looked sad, but then she turned to Cydelle with a smile. "Bet my little girl will miss me. Right, Ellie?"

"Uh-huh," Cydelle said. 

"Be good," Victor said. "Look after Cydelle."

"Of course."

"I'll be fine, Dad."

Cydelle watched her parents leave, excited to be at camp but also suddenly worried. What if they didn't come back? What if something happened to her again? She'd never been away from them for so long. What if-

Rodger took her hand. "We'll be okay, Ellie. They'll be back this afternoon. Want a tip for making friends?"

"Yeah."

"Don't tell them you can see ghosts."

"I wasn't going to." Telling her Sunday School class had been a mistake. She didn't want to be Cuckoo Cydelle at camp too.

"No talk of any ghosts. Or the farm."

"Why not the farm?"

"They won't care about the number of eggs you gather, or if one of the cows calved. Most kids don't have the chores we do. They won't understand."

"What do I talk about instead?"

Rodger shrugged. "Video games."

"I don't play those."

"What about all the books you read? I'm sure other kids read."

"Okay."

Someone cleared their throat. Rodger and Cydelle looked at the woman behind the sign-in table. Her nametag said Miss Abby. "Come write your names on a nametag," she instructed, "Then join our other actors. We'll get started soon."

Rodger scribbled his name while Cydelle carefully printed both her name
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