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Summary: Madison and Sunita’s field trip takes them to County Conservation Area, where there’s a spooky pioneer graveyard to explore. But when they arrive, mysterious Ranger Ripplehorn says the cemetery is off-limits. When the two best friends sneak away from the group, they discover their class is in serious danger. Will they solve the mystery and save the day, or will a gobbling ghost turkey get in their way?

[1. LGBT—Juvenile Fiction. 2. Humorous Stories—Juvenile Fiction. 3. Mysteries, Espionage, & Detective Stories—Juvenile Fiction.]
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Chapter 1

There was nothing Madison and Sunita loved more than a field trip.  Not spring break, not summer vacation, not even Halloween.  Well, maybe Halloween... but field trips were a close second!

All month, they’d been counting the days until the Fourth Grade class trip to County Conservation Area.  Just imagine: a full morning of hiking the trails, trying out bird calls, and looking for animal tracks. In the afternoon, the whole class would play everybody’s favorite game: Predator and Prey. They would all pretend to be different forest animals.  The predators would chase the prey through the woods. It was going to be so much fun.

On top of that, the class would get to visit a real pioneer graveyard! 

When the day finally came, Madison’s mom packed her a pineapple and turkey sandwich with mint mustard, pickled beets on the side, and lots of sunblock. The sunblock wasn’t to eat, of course—not unless Madison got really hungry.  

Sunita’s grandfather put together enough snacks to give her energy for a week and enough water to fill the class aquarium. Her backpack was so heavy it dragged halfway to her knees.  

On the bus, Madison and Sunita snacked on masala boondi to lighten the load. They also traded shoelaces, because that’s what best friends do.

“I can’t wait to play Predator and Prey,” Madison said as the school bus continued down the highway. “We never play it at school.”

Stuffing her mouth with masala boondi, Sunita said, “That’s because we need a forest for Predator and Prey.  We can’t just play on the soccer field.”

Madison laughed.  “All the prey animals would have to hide behind the goal posts.” 

“You know what I really can’t wait for?” Sunita asked as she pulled out her map of County Conservation Area.  She pointed to the spot marked with a cross.  “The pioneer graveyard!  I can’t believe actual pioneers were buried there. Do you think we’ll see any pioneer ghosts?”

Madison shivered, pulling her spring jacket tighter.  “I sure hope not.  Anyway, ghosts don’t come out during the daytime.”

“Sure they do!” Sunita said, taking off her baseball cap to redo her ponytail.  “My grandfather’s seen a thousand ghosts.  They come out every time of day, not just at night.”

A shadowy figure rose up behind them.  “Your grandfather is a liar.  He makes up all those ghost stories, you know.”

Sunita spun around to find Billy the Bully hovering over them.  

“My grandfather is not a liar!” Sunita answered back.

“Sure he is,” Billy shouted.  “He says you’re a girl, and that’s a big fat lie. Girls don’t have mustaches!”

“Shows what you know,” Sunita said.  “Because I am a girl and I do have a mustache, so that makes you W-R-O-N-G. Wrong!”

Sunita fitted her hat back on her head, feeling very pleased with herself.

Billy could never come up with insults as fast as she could. He just said, “Oh yeah? Well your mustache is ugly!”

Sunita grabbed Billy’s T-shirt.  “You take that back, stink-butt!”

“Or what?” Billy asked, like he wasn’t scared at all. “Or you’ll hit me?”

She waved her fist.  “You bet I will.  I’ll knock you into the middle of next week!”

“Oooh, I’m so scared!” Billy said sarcastically.  “Mustache is going to hit me!”

Madison touched Sunita’s arm and said, “Don’t do it. You’ll get in trouble.”

Billy snorted and said, “See?  Even Madison makes a better girl than you do, and she used to be a boy!”

Madison’s lip quivered.  Tears filled her eyes and instantly streamed down her cheeks.

“Now you’ve done it,” Sunita growled.  “Nobody makes my best friend cry!”

Just as she geared up to take a swing at Billy, their teacher called her name across the bus.  Mr. Akufo was sitting all the way at the front.  Somebody must have told him a fight was about to erupt.

“Sit down,” Mr. Akufo told Billy and Sunita.  “Both of you.”

As their teacher made his way toward the back of the bus, Sunita let go of Billie’s shirt.  She turned around and sat so heavily Madison bounced beside her.  She crossed her arms in front of her chest and put on a pout. 

“It’s not Sunita’s fault,” Madison said when Mr. Akufo arrived at their side.  “Billy was making fun of her.”

“And he made Madison cry,” Sunita added.

Mr. Akufo shook his head.  “Billy, what are you doing back here?  You’re supposed to be sitting up front with Ali.”

“Yes, Mr. Akufo,” Billy grumbled.  He wasn’t so tough with adults around.

Their teacher turned to Sunita and said, “No hitting.  I mean it.”

“Yes, Mr. Akufo,” she grumbled, the same way Billy had.  When he’d gone back to his seat, she asked Madison, “Are you okay?”

“I hate it when people say I used to be a boy,” Madison told her. 

“I know.”  Sunita put an arm around her best friend’s shoulder.  

Madison had known she was a girl for as long as she could remember, and that was even before she met Sunita. From the time she was born, Madison’s parents told her she was a boy. They said she was a boy because she had a boy body. But Madison didn’t back down. She told everyone she was a girl because she knew she was a girl. She knew it in her heart. 

Back then, Madison had a different name.  Her parents had given her a boy name when she was born. But she didn’t like having a boy name, so she told everyone to call her Madison.

Her older sister had lots of dresses and skirts. Madison wanted dresses and skirts too, but her parents wouldn’t buy her any.  At first, they just laughed and said she was playing dress-up.  

Madison didn’t think it was dress-up.  She wanted to wear skirts and dresses all the time.  

Her parents said it was okay if she wore her sister’s clothes, but only around the house. Madison loved hand-me-downs, but wearing them at home wasn’t enough. She didn’t want to wear boy clothes at school. She didn’t want to wear boy clothes at all.

Madison begged and pleaded and cried and wished. If her parents let her wear skirts to school, that could be every Christmas present for the next ten years. Every birthday present too! The only thing she wanted was for everyone to know she was a girl.

Finally, at the end of Third Grade, Madison’s mom and dad told her it would be okay to wear skirts the following year. They would tell the school she was a girl and her name was Madison. There was only one catch: they wanted her to start Fourth Grade at a different school.

That was a hard decision, since she had a lot of girl friends at her old school. But she only had one best friend, and that was Sunita. 

Sunita offered to change schools with her. Sunita’s grandfather even offered to drive them to their new school every day, since it was too far to walk. They’d been best friends since they first met, but ever since they changed schools together they’d become bestest friends in the whole wide world: the kind of friends who traded shoelaces.  

“My grandfather says we get teased because we’re different,” Sunita said.

Madison pushed her feet flat against the seat in front of them.  “I’m sick of being different.”

But Sunita said, “I’m not. I like my mustache. I think Billy’s just jealous that he doesn’t have one too.”

That made Madison laugh.  

At their old school, back when they were little kids, Sunita got teased a lot about her mustache.  It was thick and black, just like her hair.  In Second Grade, she tried to shave it off with her grandfather’s razor, but she was nervous about using it.  Her hand kept shaking.  When she put his razor against her skin, it was much heavier than she thought it would be. 

Much sharper, too!  

Totally by accident, Sunita cut her upper lip.  Cut it bad!  She didn’t even manage to shave off any of her mustache, not even one little hair. She had to wear a bandage over her lip until it healed, and that took weeks!  Her grandfather didn’t even get mad about it.  He probably knew she’d learned her lesson.

But Sunita was only a little kid when she tried to shave.  She’d matured a lot since then.  Now she was proud of her mustache.  So what if most girls didn’t have them?  That made her unique, and she liked being one of a kind.

Madison was unique, too. For starters, she was the only person Sunita had ever met who liked pineapple and turkey sandwiches with mint mustard and pickled beets on the side!

When Madison took her drippy, sloppy sandwich out of her bag, Sunita asked, “Aren’t you going to wait until lunch to eat that?”

“A sandwich this good?” Madison said.  “I’ll finish the whole thing before we pull into the parking lot!”
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