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CYDELLE BOOTH SAT CURLED up in a chair on the back porch. Before her, the land sloped down into a small meadow that made up a chunk of the backyard. She could barely make it out as the sunlight died. Easier to see were the ghosts of two horses grazing down there, their thick silver outlines filled with swirly silver smoke. 

"Meo~w." 

She turned her head to see Ginger materialize on the far end of the porch, the ghost cat's soul filling her center as she walked. Cydelle had never known Ginger when she lived, but the barn cat as well as a few other animals frequently visited the farm.

As her mom had explained years ago, everything that lived had a soul. Souls were collections of memories, and the dead liked to visit the places they were happy in life. Eventually, the ghosts would fade away, they relived all the memories they wanted to and answered the call to Heaven. 

The horses down in the meadow were the oldest ghosts who visited, their insides barely filled with the wisps of silver memory. Ginger in comparison looked almost solid, though silver instead of the tabby she had once been. 

"Meo~w," the cat called again, still walking toward Cydelle. She was reliving one of her favorite memories.

Despite knowing what would happen, Cydelle reached out to pet the cat. As her hand moved toward Ginger's head, the ghost dissolved away. No two souls could exist in the same place, and as all of Cydelle's soul was there compared to just a part of Ginger's, the cat's ghost dispersed. Maybe she showed up in the dairy barn across the street. Or on the front porch. Or -

"Mmmrrrm."

Ah. Inside the family room. 

Cydelle wrapped her arms around her legs, hugging them tightly. The June evening was sunny and warm, not enough to turn on the air conditioner but enough for the windows to be wide open. 

From the family room behind her came the sound of laughter and explosions. Rodger was having a sleepover with his friends. They'd been playing a racing game on the Xbox for an hour now, eating ice cream sundaes. Cydelle had gotten a sundae too, but she'd only eaten half of it. The rest sat melted and sticky in the bowl on the table next to her chair, the colored sprinkles dyeing the vanilla ice cream. 

Cydelle sighed, not eavesdropping on her brother, but listening all the same. It wasn't fair. Cydelle's eleventh birthday was in four days. She should be having friends over on a Saturday night. She should be having a good time, sharing jokes and eating sweets.

Except Cydelle didn't have friends to invite. She and Rodger were homeschooled, so she couldn't meet other kids at school. She wasn't sure she could make friends there anyway. 

A few years back, she'd told her Sunday school class about ghosts. It'd been hard not to when a robin's ghost sat outside the window and sang. The class all laughed at her, called her weird. Since then, Cydelle sat in the back of the room and focused intently on lessons. She preferred it when her parents let her stay for service. That way she didn't have to hear the other kids talk about what they did the previous week or how excited they were about future plans. There was always one pair who planned to spend a Sunday afternoon playing. Every time, Cydelle felt the dull jab of jealously. She'd love to go to a friend's house. 

When the teasing got too much, girls asking in a mocking tone what ghosts were outside and boys calling her Cuckoo Cydelle, Mrs. Seifrit talked to Cydelle's parents. She'd praised Cydelle's 'wild imagination' but recommended she toned it down. Her mom had been sympathetic, her dad was angry. 

"Why can't you be like your brother?" Victor Booth had yelled. "He doesn't go blabbering to everyone he can see ghosts!"

"Victor! No yelling," Charlotte, Cydelle’s mom, collected her daughter’s hands in hers. "I get it, Ellie. Seeing ghosts is incredible. Your father can't see them, so he doesn't understand, but he is right. It's not a talent you should share outside of the family."

Rodger had never told his Sunday school class he could see ghosts. It's why he had friends and Cydelle didn't it.

The night got darker. Soon her mom would look for her to get ready for bed. Rodger and his friends would settle into their sleeping bags and whisper through the night. 

"I heard a new ghost story." 

Cydelle's head snapped up. She peeked in the living room, spying on Rodger and his friends.  The three boys had stopped playing, the TV showing an options screen. Ginger slept on a floor on a vent. Rodger had his back to the cat. 

"Yeah?" the boy with glasses asked. "Is this one scary? The one you told last time wasn't scary."

"Super scary," the other boy said. "You know the abandoned farm you can see from the lake? There's a ghost there. If you turn down the path by the twisted trees-"

"The one by the blue barn?"

"Yeah, that one-"

Rodger broke in with a groan. "Do we have to tell ghost stories?"

"Aww, is Rodger a scaredy-cat?"

"What! No!" Rodger crossed his arms. "What thirteen-year-old is scared of ghosts? I just find them boring, that's all."

Victor interrupted the boys, knocking on the doorframe. "Time to get ready for bed, boys. Where are your toothbrushes?"

As the boys scrambled to put away the video game and pull out toothbrushes and PJs, Cydelle picked up her ice cream bowl. She ambled to the kitchen, vaguely aware of her dad loading the dishwasher. She handed him her bowl, said goodnight, and headed up to her room. 

Cydelle washed her face and brushed her teeth before opening her drawer to select a nightshirt. The six faces from My Little Pony peered up at her, the friends posing with smiles. 

She shoved it to the bottom of the drawer and picked one covered in black cats. 

It wasn’t fair. This was the weekend before Cydelle's birthday and Rodger was having a party, not her. And it also wasn't fair Rodger had friends and she didn't. Was that too much? To want to celebrate her birthday with a friend and not just her family?

She sighed, falling back onto her bed. Tears started welling in her eyes. 

"Cydelle?"

Her mom stood in the doorway, ready to give her a goodnight hug and kiss. "Are you okay?"

"I want to have sleepovers like Rodger."

"I know." Charlotte sat on the edge of the bed. "What if we send you to church camp this summer?"

Cydelle shook her head. It'd been the same kids who already wouldn't talk to her. 

"Camp could be fun," Charlotte said. "You'll find new friends."

"I don’t want to hang out with Sunday School kids. Is there a horse camp?"

"We'll find out." Charlotte leaned down to kiss Cydelle's forehead. "Goodnight, Ellie."

"Night, Mom."

Cydelle closed her eyes. She tried not to think about Rodger and his friends downstairs, telling stories in the family room with flashlights. Fake stories, because all scary stories about ghosts had to be fake.

She turned over. Kicked off her sheets. 

Ghosts weren't scary. Ghosts couldn't be scary. How could they be when they disappeared as soon as you walked close to them? Ghosts couldn't hurt people like they did in stories. 

Huffing, Cydelle opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. It was too hot in her room. She slipped out of bed and opened her window. The breeze on her face was a relief. A ghost owl flew by, hooting softly. On the edge of her view, she watched the ghost team of horses plod up the hill toward the main road. 

She nibbled her lower lip. All the ghosts around the farm were animals. There were no human ghosts with happy memories of it. Grandma and Grandpa Booth had built it, and they were both alive in Arizona. 

But if Rodger's friend was right. If there was a ghost by the abandoned farm...

She knew where it was. They passed by the big blue barn every time the family drove into Tichiford. She knew the twisted trees, though she didn't remember a dirt path beside it. By car, it was less than ten minutes away. It shouldn't take much longer to bike there. 

Cydelle buzzed with excitement, building a plan in her mind. She never met a human ghost, but surely they differed from animal ghosts? Maybe she could talk to them, learn about the past. A ghost wouldn't make fun of her. A ghost would be so much better than Rodger's friends.

What a great birthday present to herself. A ghost friend to celebrate with. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


OVER THE NEXT FEW DAYS, Cydelle prepared. She filled a backpack with supplies: snacks, a flashlight and batteries, rope. She asked her dad to pump the tires of her bike and placed it in a spot where she could easily grab it. One afternoon, she went up and down the stairs twenty times to learn what spots creaked and what didn't. 

When Wednesday night came, she was prepared. She slipped out of bed, down the stairs, and into the garage. Easing open the side door, she wheeled her bike down the driveway to the road. 

Cydelle had four hours before her dad woke up for morning chores, plenty of time. She tied the flashlight to the center of her handlebars and turned it on. Its glow wasn’t as bright as she expected, the asphalt speckled as if she looked at it through the sheer fabric of her mother’s shawl. It also wasn't very wide, the size of an ice cream bowl. She pedaled slowly to avoid sticks and potholes. 

The breeze on her face was chilly, but it kept her awake. She pressed the button to light up her watch. 1:30. Had she really been biking for thirty minutes already? She thought she'd make it to the blue barn sooner. 

Cydelle braked to dig into her backpack for a water bottle. After taking a sip of water, she wiggled the front of her bike, hoping the flashlight would light up a building. No luck. Since she couldn't ride her bike and scan the surrounding area with the light, she got off. Munching a Zebra Cake with one hand, guiding her bike with the other, Cydelle hummed "happy birthday" to herself as she walked. 

A large shape loomed on her right. Cydelle shined her flashlight on it. It was a small one-story house, painted forest green. She knew it. The blue barn belonged to this farm and shouldn’t be much farther. 

Of course, that was driving. It took another five minutes of walking before the barn appeared out of the night, taller than the dairy barn her parents had but not as wide. She aimed her flashlight at the other side of the road, looking for the two trees that grew spiraled together. There! And beside it, now that she was looking, she noticed the overgrown path leading into the small copse of trees. 

Rodger's friend had said the abandoned farm could be seen from the local lake. Cydelle had glimpsed the back of it on day trips on the Rooter's boat. She knew it was old, made of stones and rock, but had no idea how far back it was from the road. Cydelle kicked at the ground, peering at the ruts in the dirt. They were too narrow to be tire tracks. Was this farm older than tractors? 

Walking down the path, Cydelle noticed signs of abandonment. Untended saplings grew among the field rows. The path was warped from years of mud puddles, and she had to
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