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      Hilarity ensues in Valentine Beaumont’s seventh action-packed adventure when the feisty beautician enrolls her staff in a team-building camp in California. Learning how to work together in harmony takes a backseat when a daring event is sabotaged, a secret surrounds sexy cohort Jock de Marco, and a team member from a famous salon is found dead.

      Things get worse when Valentine is accused of murder. Was she targeted as a ploy? Did one of the celebrity stylists have it in for her?

      Valentine has her work cut out for her, proving her innocence, handling her obnoxious employees, spying on Jock, dealing with Detective Romero’s surprise guest, and finding a killer…all promising a perilous campout!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “McFarlane’s own cosmetology expertise adds welcome authenticity to the gleeful and goofy proceedings…in her crafty seventh cozy featuring Massachusetts beautician Valentine Beaumont.”

        –Publishers Weekly

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “McFarlane blends murder and mayhem in this hilarious mystery. Pitch a tent and hunker down with beautician Valentine Beaumont as she takes on a killer at camp. You’ll be biting off your manicure until the last pages!”

        –National Bestselling Author, Diane Vallere

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Murder, Curlers & Camp is hilarious, sexy fun that grabbed me from page one! I can’t wait for Valentine’s next mystery adventure!”

        –Award-winning author, Kirsten Weiss

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “With laugh-out-loud funny scenes, a host of beloved screwball characters, and a puzzling murder at a team-building camp, McFarlane's latest is sure to delight long-time series fans and appeal to new readers!”

        –USA TODAY Bestselling Author, Julie Mulhern

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “If you like your mysteries with large doses of both romance and humor, don’t miss Murder, Curlers & Camp. A team-building retreat is the setting for a puzzling mystery that’s as zany as it is heartwarming!”

        –USA TODAY Bestselling Author, Sara Rosett
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      During a trip to the dentist at the age of seven, I was told I had seven cavities. I hated going to the dentist, and this news didn’t sit well. Between my mother and the dentist, they figured it’d be best to fill in those holes in two visits.

      I don’t know how much numbing agent the tall man pumped into my gums on that first visit, but I do remember him telling me the needle wouldn’t hurt. This, of course, was a lie. The needle did hurt, and whether on reflex or in an attempt to get even—to this day I’m not sure which—I bit down on his hand hard.

      This was one of my earliest memories where trust became an issue. I mean, if you couldn’t believe someone in the medical field, who could you believe?

      Trust was an ongoing concern in my life right up until I met Detective Michael Romero.

      Romero has worked hard at gaining that important piece of me, and I have to admit he’s done a good job. He’s six feet tall, broad-shouldered, and has a menacing appearance due to the scar on his cheekbone and a constant two-day stubble. The mass of dark waves and full lips soften the look, but the tough exterior gives him an edge, something he takes pride in.

      Romero transferred from the NYPD half a dozen years ago to work in my hometown of Rueland, a suburb of Boston. He turned my life upside down when we met on a homicide case last year in my salon, Beaumont’s. He was stubborn, smug, and macho, and every time I saw him, I went from wanting to slap him across his rugged face to wanting to plaster myself against his rock-hard body and kiss him madly.

      On the outside, Romero is still a tough-as-nails cop and not someone you’d want to cross. On the inside, he’s the guy who knows my weaknesses. He’s the guy who holds my heart.

      Presently, he stood in the living room of my modest yellow Cape Cod bungalow, tugging on his shirt over his muscular abs. I’d been heading out the door for work when he’d apparently had other ideas, involving a lot of kissing and touching.

      I hopped into my high heel beside him, hand on his sturdy arm, shifting my gaze from his swarthy looks to the Iron Man watch on his wrist.

      “Yikes! I’m going to be late.” I dropped to the living room floor, searching for my other heel. Drat.

      “How’d this happen?” I wasn’t talking about my missing shoe and Romero knew it.

      He tucked his gun at his back, sauntered over to my knee-high wooden elephant statue, and plucked my dangling heel off its trunk. Then he turned, his intimate gaze lingering on me, and responded in a bedroom voice that sent my pulse racing. “I was Tarzan. You were Jane. You really want to know the rest?”

      An electric charge raced through me from his provocative stare. “I get the picture.” I blushed—something that almost never happened, thanks to my olive complexion and French and Armenian heritage.

      “You sure?” He lifted me to my feet and gently brushed my hair behind my shoulders. “Because when you sashayed by me in that sexy dress and bent over to slip on your heels, well, the barbarian in me came out.”

      Wiseass.

      Though he was wrong about the sexy dress. If anything, my mini gray smock dress—patterned with tiny yellow stars—had an air of innocence. But Romero had the ability to visualize what was hidden under the fabric, removing any shred of innocence with a mere look. The guy could make a nun blush—and probably had as a hot rebellious yet charming youth in the Catholic school he’d attended.

      I was seriously considering switching to carpet. Rug burns had to be better on the body than making out on pine floors.

      I peeked up from his unshaven jaw that had pleasantly scraped every inch of my flesh, to his piercing blue eyes from his half-Scottish heritage. “What’s wrong? This morning’s episode in the shower not enough?”

      No need to bring in last night’s three rounds that had almost left me comatose.

      He hooked his arm around my waist and pulled me in tight, his heady Arctic Spruce scent blanketing me once again. “It was enough an hour ago.”

      Eek.

      Truth was, Romero was everything a girl wanted in a man and more. Thankfully, he was nothing like the losers I’d once dated. Guys whose idea of a hot date was a visit to the car wash, followed by an afternoon waxing their car. Men who never thought to open a door for a lady. Guys who wanted me to walk all over them—literally—in my spiked heels.

      Romero slid his toned hands down my 5’4” frame and slipped my heel on my other foot. Tracing his palms back up my body, he rose to his full height, his sultry gaze locked on mine.

      I ignored the dangerous twinkle in his eyes and pushed him away. “I’ve got to get to work.” I grabbed my black beauty bag, which held a collection of salon products and tools. “Saturday’s our busiest day, and there’s a lot to do before our staff flight later to California.”

      He gave a slight head shake. “You’re still going through with that camp idea.”

      I blew out a sigh, tired of rehashing this again. “Yes, I’m still going through with that camp idea. What’s wrong with it?”

      “You actually see your three employees voluntarily working together in a rugged outdoor setting?”

      Convincing my staff to attend the team-building camp that I’d seen online had been easier than I’d expected. Granted, going to the Golden State had been enough incentive to get them to agree. “It won’t be that rugged. And they all consented to the team-building idea.”

      He crossed his arms and widened his stance. “Think about who works for you. Mr. Universe, for one, doesn’t strike me as a team player.”

      Mr. Universe was Romero’s smart-aleck term for the other man in my life, Jock de Marco, a gorgeous, tanned, utterly gifted Argentinean stylist whose talents extended well beyond cutting hair.

      Romero knew my extremely muscly, extremely sexy employee was interested in me in the biblical sense, and he wasn’t thrilled that I worked with Jock daily. But Romero was wrong about Jock’s cooperativeness. Jock might be a lone wolf, but he’d once been a navy firefighter, a master-at-arms, and occasionally also worked as a movie stunt double. If that didn’t spell team player, what did?

      “As for the other two crazies,” Romero continued, “I’m not sure they can tie their own shoelaces, let alone a square knot.”

      The other two crazies were Max Martell, my righthand man, and Phyllis Murdoch, the family obligation and noose around my neck.

      I met his gaze with the innocence of a child. “What’s a square knot?”

      He curled his finger under my dress strap and tugged me closer. “Give me thirty seconds in the bedroom, and I’ll show you.”

      “Thirty more seconds in the bedroom, and you’ll be showing me to the morgue.”

      He winked and opened the door. “Yeah, but what a way to go.”

      “Out!” I pressed my hands against his chest and pushed him onto the porch. Then I turned and gave him a flirtatious wiggle with my derrière, shutting the door in his face before he could react.

      Yitts, my black cat, sat tall, watching the shenanigans, unimpressed.

      “What!” I said, palms up. “Someone has to put him in his place, and that someone is Valentine Beaumont.”

      Yitts dropped her head to her belly and gave several fierce licks to her smooth fur.

      “Still,” I said, “he has a point when it comes to Max and Phyllis. They are a bit crazy. But haven’t they both come to my rescue in the past?”

      Yitts raised her head, her green eyes meeting mine, her tongue poking out between her lips.

      “Look at the last case. Phyllis’s motives for saving my life were entirely altruistic. I mean, it took guts to clobber a killer with a wooden flip-flop, didn’t it? Of course,” I reflected, “the harmony in the salon didn’t last long after that. So what better time to sign us up for a program that’ll promote cooperation and effective communication?”

      Yitts gave a total body shake, likely not buying the idea either. Couldn’t blame her. She’d met Max and Phyllis on numerous occasions.

      I dumped some kitty crunchies in her bowl as an extra treat, kissed her goodbye, and told her our neighbor Mr. Brooks would spoil her rotten while I was gone. Then I grabbed my keys and locked up behind me.

      Soon enough, I’d find out if this camp idea was a good one or not.
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        * * *

      

      I wanted to beat the others to work and give myself time to notify clients that we’d be away part of next week. Technically, we were only shutting down for one day. Beaumont’s was always closed Sundays and Mondays. We’d be back to work Wednesday, and since I was offering an attractive discount on each rescheduled client’s next service, I didn’t think we’d lose much business. Either way, this short trip was important, especially if it brought my staff closer in terms of work relationships.

      I swiveled around on the wheeled stool in the product-filled dispensary—our haunt between appointments—enjoying the solitude as I finished rebooking the last client. The future bridesmaid wanted to experiment with ridged waves for her wedding role, and I had just the tool to give her the look.

      I opened the cupboard door where we kept extra assorted-sized curling irons, flat irons, wands…and crimping irons. Yes! The exact tool I planned to use on the bridesmaid.

      I unwound the crimping iron from the mess of tangled cords that my useless employee—namely Phyllis—had left after she’d made like a hurricane one day while searching for an attachment. So much for reorganizing the cupboard like she was supposed to.

      Getting more frustrated by the minute, I yanked the cord hard. The plug end shot from the twisted mess and smacked me in the eye.

      “Aaah!” I clapped a hand to my face, squeezing my lid shut tight from the pain, uttering a few colorful words meant for Phyllis.

      I heaved a breath and waited a moment for the throb to subside and my blood pressure to return to normal. Then I lowered my hand, blinked a few times, and twitched my nose, getting the feeling back in my face.

      Pressing on, I peeked in my beauty bag, deliberating if I’d packed all the essentials for the trip. On impulse, I replaced my curling wand with the crimping iron. True, I was heading to a team-building camp, not a fashion show. But what the hell. If I had time, I’d crimp my hair. I hadn’t done so in a while, and the outdoor setting was the ideal place to revive the zigzag look.

      I ran my fingers through my long strands, meeting some knots in the waves. I winced and trekked to my station, gawking at the wild woman of Borneo staring out at me from the mirror. Yikes! Why so many tangles?

      I rewound back to earlier this morning, a shy smile tugging at my lips accompanied by a hot tremor as I recalled how Romero had urgently raked his hands through my normally silky hair during our lovemaking.

      I tucked the memory away and whipped a brush out of the drawer. If Max walked in and saw my hair this tousled I’d never hear the end of it.

      I finished sweeping my hair back off my face when Speak-of-the-Devil himself walked through the front door. Max sported Gucci’s latest in fitted shirts and tailored pants. His heavily streaked hair wisped forward.

      Clients often said Beaumont’s breezy feel and rustic décor reminded them of life in the Mediterranean. Max added to that impression, complementing the space like Michelangelo’s David complemented the Accademia Gallery in Florence, Italy.

      I straightened my dress, making sure I was totally together, and glanced from the back entrance to Max. “Is there a reason you’re strolling through the front door like Mr. Hollywood instead of through the back?”

      My astute sidekick rolled his cuffs up to his elbows. “I’m trying to preserve my sanity, in addition to my dignity.”

      “I don’t follow. And why do I suddenly smell citronella?”

      “You’ll see soon enough.” He took a keener look at me. “Why is your eyebrow bleeding?”

      I whipped around to the mirror. He was right. Now that my hair was brushed back, I could see a small slice near my left brow bone. I grabbed a tissue and patted the blood. “I was cleaning one of Phyllis’s messes and poked myself in the eye.”

      “Say no more. Just mentioning the Dim-Headed One, I feel your pain.”

      A second later, we heard muttering and coughing sounds coming from the back entrance.

      The muttering grew louder, and Phyllis, my bungling employee—and distant cousin that I preferred not to mention—clomped around the corner in hiking boots, khaki pants, and a matching jacket that was belted across her thick waist.

      Phyllis prided herself in her ability to make her own clothes, but if fashion were car racing, Phyllis would’ve crashed and burned long ago.

      Hanging from her hand was a large duffel bag. I couldn’t imagine what was in her bag, as most of her gear seemed attached to her outfit. Binoculars draped from her neck, a spoon and fork dangled from a loop on her pants, a flashlight swung from her hip, and a bar of citronella soap poked out from her breast pocket.

      I gaped past Phyllis’s outfit to her orange arms and face. “What happened to her?” I mumbled to Max.

      “She wanted to look tanned for her debut at camp.”

      “She has hose marks on her arms.” I squinted at Phyllis’s face. “And she’s got white sockets around her eyes.”

      “Why are you surprised? I’m not a detective, and even I can surmise she stuck patches on her eyes, set the sprayer on full blast, and hosed herself down like a fireman dousing an inferno. Now if it’d been our hero Jock hosing her down like when he’d fought fires in his glory days, that might’ve been something to see.” He sighed dreamily at that, then came back to reality and frowned at Phyllis’s left hand that was whiter than snow. “Naturally, the idiot forgot to switch her tanning mitt to her other hand.”

      Phyllis dropped the duffel bag by her feet and coughed for air, tugging at the Aussie hat perched on her head.

      I rushed over, sniffing back the strong lemon soap scent, then loosened the hat strings under her chin. “For Pete’s sake, Phyllis, why do you have your hat pulled so tight?”

      She bent forward, gasping. “Uhhh…I didn’t want it to fall off.”

      Max gaped from Phyllis to the front window. “It’s early July, eighty degrees outside, and there’s no wind. Why would it fall off?” He looked her up and down. “And why are you dressed like you’re going on a safari? This is camp we’re going to. And it’s not even a pitch-a-tent and roast-marshmallows type of camp. It’s a team-building camp. You know, for people who want to work as a team.” He sliced me a side glance, as in What were you thinking?

      Romero’s earlier objections came to mind, and I was starting to wonder the same thing.

      Phyllis yanked off her hat and flung it on her duffel bag, her short mahogany curls flipping in every direction. “I want to be prepared.”

      “For what?” Max asked. “Mounting a hippo?”

      “I don’t know! Camping’s all new to me.”

      I stared in bewilderment at Phyllis, tamping down the sudden desire for an orangesicle. “Let’s look at the next few days as a getaway, okay? The best part is we’ll be in good company.”

      “Good company?”

      We all spun around to the sound of a deep, even voice that came from the edge of the hallway. No surprise it belonged to Jock.

      He leaned a muscular shoulder against the wall, toned arms crossed over his washboard abs, impeccably fitted cargo pants sculpted to his lower extremities, and a relaxed look on his mocha-skinned, stubbled face.

      He gave Phyllis a silent once-over, keeping any thoughts on her appearance to himself. Then he shifted his stare to me. “Care to explain?”

      I swallowed at the sight of the Adonis. “Simply that we won’t be the only business at the camp.”

      He pulled his collar-length shiny chestnut hair back into a low ponytail, his biceps rippling under his black T-shirt, and gave an unreadable nod that jacked up my pulse rate.

      I really had to get a grip. Sure, Jock was charming and handsome with glorious cascading hair, but so were a dozen other guys who came into the shop. I didn’t go gaga over them. And I was dating Romero, not something I wished to tamper with.

      But Jock was also hard-working, valiant, and, yeah, one hell of a passionate kisser who left a woman breathless and weak at the knees. I wanted to believe I knew him through and through, but in truth, I’d only scratched the surface of who Jock de Marco really was.

      That was okay with me. Bottom line: I wasn’t about to fool around with Jock or any man when I was dating Romero.

      “Too bad.” Jock pushed off from the doorway and roamed to one of the sinks. “I was hoping it would only be us.”

      Max and Phyllis choked back their squabbling, hanging onto the salon hero’s every word.

      Jock dampened a cotton pad with a mixture of water and hydrogen peroxide. He moseyed over to me and, apparently also noticing my cut, took his large, strong hands and tenderly dabbed the moist pad across my brow bone. “Time for us to get closer…”

      I flinched, pretending my reaction was from the sting of the peroxide, when in reality it was from his suggestive words. This brought to mind the memory of our last staff getaway on the cruise and what had almost happened with Jock in a vulnerable, private moment.

      “We’ll all be getting closer on this cruise—I mean, trip.” I coughed on reflex, doing my best to avoid his penetrating bronze-eyed gaze.

      He tossed the cotton pad in the garbage, then reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a roll of peppermints. He popped one in his mouth and offered a mint to each of us. It was all very civilized, but I knew by the steady gleam in his eyes, that he, too, was remembering our close encounter.

      Well, a lot had changed since that night on the cruise, and I refused to dwell on past blunders. I was a mature woman who would not make the same mistake twice.

      Acting cool, I twisted a candy off the top of the roll and tossed it in my mouth, almost choking with relief at the excuse not to speak. I sucked hard on the mint, assuring myself everything would be hunky-dory with my suave staff member.

      After all, this was a team-building camp we were going to, not a romantic hideaway. What could possibly go wrong?
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        * * *

      

      The day marched on at the salon. We’d piled all our luggage in Molto Bella, one of Beaumont’s treatment rooms that wasn’t being used, and after a full day, we loaded everything into Max’s car and headed for Logan Airport.

      Other than a thirty-minute flight delay, Max and Phyllis bickering about who sat by the window, and Phyllis demanding two extra packs of pretzels en route, the flight to California was uneventful.

      Jock was offered first-class seating as a random upgrade, but he declined and instead sat beside me, something I found admirable. Not that we talked much. I was bushed from a busy work week and last night’s—and this morning’s—romantic activities with Romero. Plus, I was anxious that this whole team-building idea was going to be a bust.

      Soon after takeoff, I wrapped my hair to one side and fell asleep on Jock’s shoulder.

      The sun was setting by the time we all piled out of the shuttle, bags in hand, at the entrance of Camp Co. I didn’t know what the Co. stood for, but I imagined it was short for Company or Cooperative. Or Cuckoo, which was what I was beginning to think this idea was.

      A tall, lanky guy with long brown hair pulled back into a stringy ponytail welcomed us under the flower-power welcome banner that hung high across the gravel driveway.

      “Greetings. I’m Walter Heed.” He gave us a friendly wave, then tugged down his tie-dyed shirt. “I run Camp Co.”

      Phyllis crossed her arms in front, clanking her binoculars as she eyed Walter up and down in his colorful clothes and flip-flops. “This isn’t one of those hippie communes, is it?”

      “Phyllis!” I blinked at her hard.

      “What! Look at how he’s dressed.”

      “We can’t,” Max said. “We’re still blinded by how you’re dressed.”

      “I told you,” Phyllis snapped, “I came prepared. And can I help it if this place looks like a retro Woodstock revival?”

      “A-heh.” Walter stretched the braided choker from around his neck in discomfort. “Totally cool.” He politely excused Phyllis’s rude comment while also overlooking her uneven, overly tanned skin. “Uh, Phyllis, is it? She’s right, folks. You’ll feel the hippie vibe here in small doses. But the communal atmosphere is all in an effort to promote peace and harmony in your workplace.”

      “We’ll need more than that to promote peace and harmony in our workplace,” Max muttered.

      Walter chuckled at Max. “First things first. Let’s show you to your cabin so you can get a good night’s rest before tomorrow’s events.”

      “Cabin?” My eyebrows slid up. “As in one?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Walter gave me an unsure look. “All teams get one cabin.”

      “We’ll need two cabins,” I clarified, keeping my eyes off Jock, though I felt his gaze probing into my soul.

      “No can do,” Walter said. “Each team shares a single cabin. Believe me, this is planned to encourage togetherness.”

      “We have enough togetherness,” Max piped. “We need aloneness.”

      “Sorry, man.” Walter shrugged and waved a bony finger in the air. “Follow me.”

      Toting our bags, we followed Walter down a trail to the sounds of frogs croaking and crickets chirping, while stars twinkled in the sky. He led us to a small log cabin that had a magical appeal. Moonbeams slanted across the rustic building, woodland flowers poked out among rocks and shrubs, and a soft yellow glow came from inside.

      The fairytale ended when Walter opened the door, and I eyed the small, open-concept room. Two sets of bunkbeds lined the opposing walls. Frayed yellow curtains hung from clothespins on the windows. And in the far right corner was a mini double-burner stove.

      Jock’s signature citrus and leather smell wafted over my shoulders, and suddenly I felt like I’d arrived at Granny’s house. No question who the hungry wolf was.

      Phyllis bustled past us to the bunks on the left, almost knocking me off my feet. “I call the top bunk since you had that on the cruise!”

      It was becoming increasingly difficult to remain calm and remember why we were here, especially when at the moment I wanted to clobber my idiot cousin. “Because you said you didn’t do so well sleeping six feet in the air.”

      “That was because of the ship’s motion.” She dropped her bag on the floor and waved her arm at the room. “As you can see, there’s no ship here. Or ocean.”

      Everyone was silent. Then a warm breath tickled my neck, Jock’s undeniable tone irritably sexy. “Sleeping on the bottom bunk has its advantages.”

      Max dashed to the bunks on the right and scrambled up the ladder. “Good,” he said to Jock, not missing a beat. “Then you won’t mind sleeping down below.”

      Jock tossed his bag onto the bottom mattress. “Not in the least.”

      I ignored the hot sensation flowing through me at Jock’s unspoken promise and focused on Walter.

      “Great!” Our camp leader clapped his hands. “Everything’s settled then.” He picked up a piece of notepaper from a tiny table in the middle of the room. “These are the instructions for setting your door code. Read them, pick six numbers to memorize, and don’t forget them.”

      Max raised his hand like a child addressing the teacher. “Phyllis can’t memorize that many numbers at a time. Can we choose two instead?”

      Walter laughed, then caught himself on the chance Max was serious. “Uh, sorry. It’s got to be six.”

      Max looked stumped. “Hmm. We’ll figure something out. Even if we have to tattoo the numbers to her head.”

      Walter wisely moved on. He set the paper back on the table and pointed to the counter in the far corner. “You probably noticed the mini double-burner. I’m sure it’ll come in handy.”

      “For what?” Max shifted his stare from the stove to Walter, no mistaking the agitation in his voice. “Cooking moose meat?”

      Walter gave a carefree, dismissive wave. “And the outhouse is down the same path we traveled. You’ll see an arrow nailed to a tree with a depiction indicating the right direction.”

      “Outhouse?” My voice hitched. “As in a smelly hole in the ground surrounded by a wooden hut?”

      Max clambered down the ladder and scurried to my side. “Perhaps you didn’t read the fine print when you signed us up to this camp.”

      Walter snickered. “Camp humor, folks. Gets people every time.”

      “A…ha…” Max hesitated. “You had us there.”

      “Yeah, it’s not so bad. This ain’t the Ritz, but the comfort station’s a decent size. It’s fully enclosed and even has electrical outlets. Women’s area is on the right, men’s on the left. Each has five stalls and five showers.”

      Everyone was taking this in except for Phyllis. She was combing through her bag, head down, tugging out bug spray, netting, and a bottle of pills she’d labeled For Malaria.

      Walter paused, and we all turned to watch Phyllis flapping the net into the air.

      “Dearie,” Max said, “what are you doing?”

      She straightened and pivoted on the spot. “Getting my mosquito net ready to put around my bunk.”

      “Uh-huh.” Max plucked up the pill bottle that had fallen on the floor. “And the malaria pills?”

      “In case I get malaria. Duh!”

      “We’re in Southern California, Einstein, not the Amazon.”

      “I’m not taking any chances.” Phyllis ripped the bottle from Max’s hand, slapped it on the table, and continued her attempt to make sense of how to use the net.

      Walter gave a hesitant smile as if we were all loony tunes. Probably not sure what else to say, he turned to go when there was a knock at the door.

      A woman about twenty-five and my size, in a pink and yellow tie-dyed shirt, popped her face through the doorway. Her short hair was the same shade of burgundy as mine, only she wore it in loose pigtails, her bangs plastered to her forehead.

      “Hi, everyone. Sorry to bother you, but uh, Walter, we have a situation.”

      Walter stepped aside to let her in. “This is Stace, folks. She’s one of our camp counselors. She’s efficient, friendly, and diligent.” He grinned at her. “What is it, Stace?”

      “Nickle sent me. Better see for yourself.” She crooked her finger for him to follow her.

      Walter scooted out of the cabin, and wild horses couldn’t keep me from following them. Seemed I wasn’t the only curious one.

      “Hold it!” Max spread his arms wide across the open door so we couldn’t pass. “We need to pick a code for the door before we go anywhere. I’m not leaving my stuff unprotected.”

      “We just got here,” I said. “Who are we protecting it from?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, “but I’ll feel safer.”

      “Fine.” I tapped my foot on the ground. “Go ahead. Pick a number.”

      “This place was your idea. You pick a number.”

      Without putting much thought into it, I rattled off my birthday, including the year. “Hurry up and enter it so we can go.”

      “We can’t use Valentine’s Day. Everyone knows that’s your birthday.”

      “Who’s everyone?” Honestly, it was like arguing with a two-year-old. “No one knows me here.”

      Max cocked his head toward Walter and Stace who were outside the door in deep conversation. “Didn’t you have to provide all our birthdates when you signed us up to this godforsaken”—his eyes shifted to Walter then back at me—“I mean, God-loving camp?”

      “No. This isn’t nursery school.” Although it was beginning to feel like it.

      Jock grinned, his steady and secure presence reminding me there was at least one staff member who was above this pettiness. “I vote for the date last year when I started working at Beaumont’s.” The twinkle in his eye didn’t get by me.

      “Not on your life,” Max said to Jock. “That’s too close to the day Phyllis started back working at the shop. I should know. I’ve been having nightmares ever since.” He thought for a moment. “I vote for July second, months before you started and the day Phyllis was fired.” He sighed with pleasure. “Ahh, what a beautiful occasion that was.”

      “It wasn’t the second,” Phyllis said. “It was the third. I remember because I was home on the second on account of a bad case of gas.”

      “You have gas every day. You’ve never taken off work because of it.”

      I whacked my palm against my forehead and leveled a mean eye at everyone. “One, two, three, four. That’s our code. Done!”

      “That’s only four numbers,” Max said. “We need six.”

      “Five, six!” I nearly shouted.

      Nobody knew what to say. Just as well. We hadn’t been here an hour, and already I was regretting my decision to sign up for this camp.

      Walter and Stace ended their conversation, Max locked up, and we all traipsed one by one back down the path, Stace leading the way.

      “This better not be one of those bears-breaking-into-a-cabin situations,” Phyllis said, aiming her flashlight through the woods.

      “Why should that bother you?” Max said from behind her. “You’re armed for everything from annihilating a swarm of mosquitos to stabbing a bear with a fork.”

      Phyllis whirled around and bonked Max on the head with her flashlight. “I’m armed because I don’t intend to be devoured by vicious wildlife.”

      “Who’d want you?” Without missing a stride, Max snatched some leaves off a tree and flung them at Phyllis.

      Why me?

      We stopped in front of a barn-door opening to a medium-sized wooden hut where a few moths danced around a bright bulb hanging from the ceiling inside. There was a rider mower, ladders, shovels, a wheelbarrow, and other maintenance equipment in the hut. Shelves held boxes of climbing gear, gadgets for the high ropes, and a clear container labeled ZIPLINE. The container was brimming full of cables, helmets—a pink one on top—and other neatly packed gear.

      An average-sized man with sandy-blond hair, in a red tie-dyed shirt and cargo pants, was bent at the knee, head angled under the mower, waving a ball cap labeled CAMP CO. low to the ground.

      “That’s Nickle.” Stace flattened her bangs over her temple. “Short for Nicholas. He’s one of the counselors here.”

      “What’s he doing?” Max wanted to know.

      “He discovered a family of raccoons using the maintenance hut as a home. He’s trying to coax them out.”

      “Sounds like he’s speaking French to them.” Max elbowed me. “You speak French. Go ahead. Tell us what he’s saying.”

      Thanks to the French part of my father’s heritage, I knew enough of the language to get by when the situation required. I looked from Max and Stace to the man cooing in a gentle voice at the underside of the rider mower. “He’s telling them if they come out, he’ll give them some juicy corn on the cob.”

      Jock cleared his throat. “If they find a new home, he’ll give them some juicy corn on the cob.”

      I sliced my stare at Mr. Worldly. “Excuse me for paraphrasing. I forgot you speak every language under the sun.”

      I spun away quickly before he could wink or retaliate. “Is Nickle from France?” I asked Stace.

      “Yes.” She watched from the doorway alongside us, not wanting to disturb her colleague at work. “But he’s traveled a lot. We met in Rome when I had a co-op placement there. We worked at the same environmental park. He liked the sound of California, and when our jobs ended there, he followed me here.”

      Phyllis harrumphed. “I don’t care if he’s from the Vatican. He’s not getting anywhere with those raccoons.” She mumbled to herself, digging through her pockets. “I’ve got to have something here that’ll make them leave.”

      Max bobbed his head over Phyllis’s shoulder. “If that citronella soap doesn’t do it, the sound of your voice should work.”

      After a few minutes of watching Nickle get nowhere, I stepped inside the hut. “Maybe I can help.”

      Jock, I noticed, had disappeared into the forest. Probably looking for a loincloth to wear and a grapevine to swing from.

      I said a few words in French to Nickle, and he shook my hand and nodded. Then he placed his ball cap on his head and retreated to the doorway beside Stace and Walter, giving me the floor.

      I got to my knees, peeked hesitantly into the dark underbelly of the mower, suddenly realizing I’d left my bag back in the cabin. With nothing at my side to help, I spoke softly to the critters, their beady black eyes all I could make out.

      “Yada-yada-yada.” Phyllis dipped her head from side to side. “We all know Miss Yakety-Yak-to-Her-Cat loves animals, but this situation calls for something more than someone who cuddles kittens.”

      She stomped inside, causing the rickety floorboards to vibrate. Then she shoved me out of the way and dropped to the ground. “Now you raccoons, listen up! We aren’t fooling around no more. You either come out, or I’ll throw these mothballs at you.”

      “Mothballs!” Max had taken soft steps until he was hovering behind me. “Why in the world are you carrying mothballs?”

      Phyllis shushed him away and tossed a handful of mothballs under the lawnmower. There was a slight rustling sound, and then a rancid spray squirted Phyllis in the face.

      “Aaaaah!” She fell back on top of me, sputtering and screaming. “Those aren’t raccoons! Those are skunks!”

      The disgusting residue hit me full force. I hurled Phyllis off me and swiped my face.

      “Phyllis, you lummox!” Max gasped for air, waving away the stench. “Now what are we supposed to do?”

      “You must not be afraid.” Nickle waved his hands down in a soothing manner from the doorway, keeping his distance from the three of us. “Skunk spray is smelly but harmless. Unfortunately, this sometimes happens.”

      “It’s never happened to me.” Max labored for air while Phyllis hunched over coughing.

      “It’s okay,” Walter cut in, attempting to quiet everyone. “We can get rid of the smell…most of it anyway. We’ll need baking soda, dish soap, and hydrogen peroxide.”

      “Uh…about that,” Nickle stammered, stealing a look at Walter. “We ran out of peroxide last time this happened. We haven’t received a new batch yet.”

      I blinked through the putrid smell. “I have an eight-ounce bottle, but it’s back in the cabin.” I was thankful my things were spared from being sprayed. But at the same time, I chided myself for leaving my bag behind when I needed it most. “Will that be enough?”

      Walter and Nickle exchanged a questioning look. “Maybe?” Walter’s answer was hopeful. The tone behind it wasn’t.

      I sighed and looked outside the hut. One time I could’ve used Jock’s assistance, and he was MIA.

      “At least we can wash your clothes,” Walter said. “Leave them outside your door tonight, and we’ll look after them.”

      I was nodding at Walter, trying to listen to his instructions, but I was more consumed with Jock’s whereabouts. Where in creation had he disappeared to? More to the point, what was he up to?
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      There was more rustling under the mower. Then a large skunk and five baby skunks waddled out past us and vanished into the forest.

      “Huh.” Phyllis, who’d been rubbing herself down with her bar of citronella soap, stopped and watched the critters exit the hut. “Looks like my mothballs worked. It’s as if they were lured out by the Pied Piper of Hamelin.”

      “They are strange creatures,” Walter said with a shrug. “I’m sorry about the spray. But since your team all reeks, it’s good you’re all together in one cabin.”

      “What about Jock? He didn’t get sprayed.” Phyllis wheeled around. “He’s not even here.”

      Walter assessed the forest, biting his lip as if a Boy Scout had gone missing.

      “Where’d he go?” Stace asked, a bewildered look on her face.

      Ha. Only an oracle could answer that. Jock had probably grown tired of the commotion and was now relaxing in a hammock, listening to Pavarotti while eating grapes from the palm of a beautiful goddess.

      “We’ll find him,” Walter proclaimed. “But thank goodness he was spared from the skunk. To be safe, we’ll give him other quarters to sleep in.”

      This trip was getting off to a rocky start. Max and Phyllis had been at it since this morning, we’d been heaped together in one cabin, and my new dress was ruined, of all things, from skunk smell. Now this?

      I slapped my hands on my hips. “A few minutes ago, we had to share one cabin. Now all of a sudden you have other sleeping quarters for Jock?”

      Max raised a suspicious eyebrow at me. “One would assume you’d be relieved you didn’t need to share accommodations with Mr. Argentina.”

      If there was anything worse than Max being concerned, it was Max being self-righteous.

      I swept my stinking hair off my shoulder, my voice a tad indignant. “I am relieved. But they could’ve given Phyllis and me separate quarters right from the start.”

      “Yeah.” Phyllis shoved her soap back in her pocket, taking a stance beside me.

      I wasn’t thrilled with this turn of events. I knew I sounded like a spoiled brat when in reality I should’ve been the role model here. And at the end of the day, it was my idea to come to Camp Co. Shouldn’t I show some cooperativeness? Truth was, I was annoyed that Jock had come out of another disastrous situation smelling like a rose.

      Max gave a silly grin, his voice lighthearted. “Look at it this way. You and Phyllis are still together. So in the end, everything worked out.”

      “You’ll be in the same room, too,” I reminded him. “Not exactly what I thought you’d be hoping for.”

      Max looked from me to Phyllis, then raised his chin. “I’m choosing to be adult about this. Plus, I can rise above any situation.”

      Oh brother.

      We clomped to our cabin, careful not to touch anything before we could wash away the skunk smell. I double-checked my bag for the bottle of peroxide, then we each grabbed a towel and our pajamas and trekked to the showers.

      In the distance, I heard a rhythmic chopping sound. Someone building a campfire? A cabin? A bridge back to civilization?

      Phyllis ducked inside the comfort station as Stace materialized with a large bowl of dish soap and baking soda.

      “Here you go.” She set it on the concrete landing a safe distance from Max and me, then scrambled back and smoothed her hair as if we were contagious. “Add your peroxide and mix well. Then lather up and rinse off. It won’t be a perfect antidote—skunk smell lingers for a bit—but it’ll help.”

      “A bit?” Max repeated. “How long is a bit? A day? A week?”

      Stace lifted her shoulders and eyebrows, an encouraging smile in place. “Either?”

      “Golly, thanks.” I set my stuff down, fighting to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. Stace probably wouldn’t detect it anyway. Sarcasm was lost on cheery people.

      She trotted backward down the path. “Don’t worry. The events start after breakfast tomorrow morning. You’ll be so involved with all the activities I’m sure you won’t notice the odor.”

      Ha. She could guess again.

      I sniffed my wrist. Terrific. Couldn’t even smell my Musk perfume, just skunk musk. I stared from my wrist down to my cute dress, remembering with a wistful ache how only this morning Romero was stripping it off my body.

      No use dwelling on the past. I knelt in front of the bowl, poured the peroxide into the mixture, and watched the concoction foam and fizz.

      “A-hem.” Max stepped closer, wiggling his finger in a come here motion.

      “What do you want?” I got to my feet, the bowl secure in my arms.

      “To rid myself of the stink.” He reached for the bowl.

      “You don’t smell that bad. The skunk sprayed Phyllis and me.” I turned slightly, protecting the bowl as if it were full of diamonds.

      “You can’t smell the stink on me because of the stink on you!”

      Valid point. “Will you stop saying stink? That word’s making me nauseous.”

      Not one to give up, Max lifted his shirt to his nose. “I can’t even smell my Downy fresh scent.”

      “Too bad. You’ll have to wait until we’re done with it.”

      He gripped one side of the bowl as Phyllis tramped flatfooted out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around her torso.

      Max gawked from Phyllis to the building behind her. “Phyll, are you dead from the neck up? You just stepped out of the men’s bathroom. Can’t you read signs?” He squinted in disgust, his lips curled out. “And put something on. All that blubbery orange and white skin is burning my retinas.”

      Phyllis pursed her lips. “I was wondering why the women’s bathroom had urinals. Revolting things.” She hefted the towel tighter around her chest, then added her hands to the bowl, looking from Max to me. “Let go, and you two can get back to your fighting.”

      With three sets of hands on the bowl, the mixture was sloshing around, spilling over the sides.

      “Since you two were sprayed worse,” Max said, “I should wash first. That way there’ll be lots of powerful mixture left for you.”

      Phyllis looked outraged. “What happened to ladies first?”

      That was a low blow. Max might be out to win, but he wouldn’t ignore etiquette.

      I slid my gaze from Phyllis to Max, waiting for the outcome. After all, this wasn’t a simple act of opening a door for a woman or offering to share the coat off his back. This was a downright necessity.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake.” He huffed. “Go ahead. Take it.” He jerked his hands off the bowl, and the whole mixture sprayed up into Phyllis’s face.

      Phyllis sputtered and whipped the bowl to the ground. “You dimwit! Now look what you’ve done.” She swiped the back of her hand across her mouth. “How are we supposed to wash now that you’ve spilled the de-stink mixture?”

      Not to mention, all the peroxide I had was in that bowl.

      I clapped my forehead, wishing that I didn’t care that I couldn’t handle my liquor. At the moment, I’d love to be a drunken sailor and forget all my troubles. I inhaled deeply and glared from Phyllis to Max, not sure who I was madder at.

      Remember what this trip was about, Valentine. Cooperation. Communication. Common goals. Horsepucky! Steam was whistling out my ears, and my insides were shaking. I didn’t know how we’d get through the night, let alone three days without killing each other.

      Max saw the look in my eyes and raised his hands in surrender. “Sorry, boss! Look, I’ve got a can of tomato juice from the airplane in my carry-on bag. Maybe we can use that.”

      “One can for three people?” I exhaled, reining in my temper. “Anyway, that’s an old wives’ tale. Tomato juice doesn’t do diddly to get rid of skunk smell.”

      “It’s worth a try.” He peered into my eyes, hoping for mercy.

      “Fine. Go get it.”

      He scampered off, and Phyllis darted into the women’s bathroom. “This is more like it.” The relief in her voice echoed inside the walls. “No more urinals.”

      A second later, the shower started. Guess she wasn’t waiting for tomato juice. Why should she? She was already wearing most of the peroxide mixture.

      I patted my towel and bag by my feet, making sure nothing got wet, then I plunked down on the concrete steps, looked up through the canopy of trees, and counted stars. I reasoned it was better than counting ways to fire my two employees.
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