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Welcome to the second book of the Castlewood High Tales series, “Team Peabrain”. This story is a retold version of “The Princess and the Pea” by Hans Christian Andersen.

This book is a clean, sweet romance with no swearing and a Heat Level of 1.  

Cover design by Mary-Kate Thomas, using Canva.

Visit www.MaryKateThomas.com to learn more about the Castlewood High Tales series.

Books in the Castlewood High Tales series:

Pumpkin Run, Castlewood High Tale #1

Team Peabrain, Castlewood High Tale #2

Camp Castlewood, Castlewood High Tale #3

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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The rain poured down as Bronwyn Clancy sprinted from the drop-off lane in the parking lot to the front doors of Castlewood High School. Even though the distance was short, the deluge of rain was fierce and Bronwyn’s backpack was bulging with extra books. She reached for the front door handle, out of breath and dripping rivers of water down her jacket.

Bronwyn paused, catching her breath before she opened the door. Peering at the small panes of glass in the front door, she caught sight of her reflection and sighed.

“Seriously? Today? Of all days?” she whispered as she ran her fingers through her hair, first slowly, then with a franticness that widened her gray eyes behind her glasses. The girl reflected at her from the window glass looked slightly crazed.

Dropping her backpack to the ground with a wet thud behind her, she used both hands to wring out the rainwater from her hair, running her palms down and over it to where it stopped at her shoulders. Her dark hair had been perfectly smooth and glossy when she had finished getting ready in front of the mirror in her bathroom less than thirty minutes ago. Now, the rainwater had washed away the long minutes spent with her flatiron as the natural wave of her hair sprang free under her fingertips.

Bronwyn sighed, shook her head one last time, wiped her face with her sleeve, then turned to grab her backpack from the ground. At the edge of the drop-off lane, she spied her dad’s small SUV, still idling, and she gave a short wave, realizing he was waiting for her to go inside. He flashed the lights once, then pulled away from the curb into the dark rainy gloom as she pulled open the front door and walked into Castlewood High.

The bright lights inside school momentarily stunned her eyes after the dark rainy morning outside, and Bronwyn squinted down the main hallway. To her left, she saw the school secretary, Mrs. Scavloff, seated at her desk, sipping from a travel mug. She put down the mug, then pointed to the glass doors of the main office. Bronwyn paused, then pushed the intercom button next to the doors.

“How did you get in?” Mrs. Scavloff demanded, her voice sounding nasal through the intercom speaker next to the button.  

“The door was unlocked,” Bronwyn answered, confused. Mrs Scavloff half-stood from her desk chair and leaned forward, trying to peer around Bronwyn in the direction of the front doors.

“Hmmmph,” muttered Mrs. Scavloff as she sat down again, finger still on the intercom button. “I certainly didn’t unlock that door.” She looked through the office window again, clearly irritated. “Name?”

“Uh, Br-Bronwyn? Bronwyn Clancy?” Bronwyn’s voice wavered, unsure. “I should be on the list for the A-Team, I mean, the Academic Team. There’s a planning meeting with Mrs. Monnark this morning.”

Mrs. Scavloff stared at her for a long moment. “No one provided me with a list.” Her voice was flat. Bronwyn could hear the tap-tap-tap of her fingernails against the intercom button as she held it down.  

Bronwyn felt a flash of panic. If Mrs. Scavloff didn’t let her stay inside, not only would she miss the planning meeting, she would have to wait outside until the first bell rang and Castlewood High officially opened the doors for students. If she kicks me to the curb, that’s at least fifteen minutes I’ll have to stand out in that cold rain, Bronwyn thought, shivering. 

Just then, Mr. Walinski appeared in the hallway, coming from the direction of the cafeteria. In his left hand was a folded newspaper. “Ah, Miss Clancy. I see you let yourself in, very good.” 

“Uh, thank you, Mr. Walinski,” Bronwyn answered, both confused and relieved. She turned to the office window again, preparing to press the intercom, but Mrs. Scavloff shook her head once and pressed the button at her desk.

“I’m sorry but I’m going to have to ask you to go -” Mrs. Scavloff said, looking anything but sorry, then stopped when Mr. Walinski’s lumbering frame appeared in her view through the office window. He reached past Bronwyn and pushed the intercom button.

“Good day to you, Mrs. Scavloff. I unlocked the door for Miss Clancy a few minutes ago when I spied her stepping out of her father’s car in this deluge.” Releasing the button, he tucked his newspaper under his arm, slid his glasses off the edge of his nose, and began polishing them with the sleeve of his gray cardigan. Pushing his glasses back on his nose, he raised his eyebrows as he stared at Mrs. Scavloff, then turned toward Bronwyn. “Your Academic Team meeting is this morning, I believe, Miss Clancy?”

Through the intercom, Mrs. Scavloff angrily muttered something inaudible, then cleared her throat. “Very well. You can come in today, Bronwyn, but for future reference, if you plan to arrive early, Mrs. Monnark needs to inform the front office.” Mrs. Scavloff paused, her lips pressed together as she slowly sat back down into her chair, then added in a sharp tone, “Per school protocol.”

“Thank you,” Bronwyn said softly, but Mrs. Scavloff had already spun her chair away from the window, focusing on her computer screen, her back to the window.

“Have a delightful day,” Mr. Walinski murmured drily as he headed toward the main door of the building, walking past Bronwyn with a quick nod. “I believe Mrs. Monnark is in her classroom. Best skedaddle.”

“Thank you, Mr. Walin-,” Bronwyn said, but he had disappeared into the shadows of the front entrance like a slow gray ocean liner, his passage undisturbed by Mrs. Scavloff’s brief tempest.

With a hitch to the heavy and dripping backpack on her right shoulder, Bronwyn hurried down the hall and turned right into the main stairway, pounding up the stairs as fast as her soaked fuzzy black boots would let her fly. Coming out of the stairwell, she headed straight down the second-floor hall, then turned left into the science wing and walked toward Mrs. Monnark’s door. 
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A thin slice of light streamed through the cracked door and a low chatter of voices drifted out into the hallway. Bronwyn slowed as she approached, her heart racing with more than just the effort of sprinting up the stairs. Running her hands over her hair one last time, she gulped, took a deep breath, and threw her shoulders back. As her hand reached for the doorknob, one voice rose above the others, a deep voice that sent her heart racing once more.

Adam, she thought, and a giddy smile spread across her face. 

Ringing out in response to whatever Adam had said, a girl’s laugh floated through the door and Bronwyn’s smile faltered, then slipped away just as fast as it had appeared.  

Clara, realized Bronwyn, her heart flooding with despair. Of course. It’s always Clara.

Bronwyn’s hand hesitated on the doorknob and she thought, for just a brief second, about letting go, turning around, and heading back outside into the rain until the first bell. But then Clara’s voice called out.

“Oh good! You’re finally here! We were just talking about you!” 

A chair scraped, then Clara appeared, her long strawberry blonde hair flying around her shoulders as she leapt up, moving gracefully toward the door. Bronwyn forced a smile and swung the door open all the way before Clara could reach the handle. As she walked through the doorway, she saw Adam and Mrs. Monnark seated at three desks pushed together, Clara’s jacket hanging on the empty third chair.

“You’re a bit late, Bronwyn,” Mrs. Monnark said, peering up at the clock over the door. “We were just wondering if you’d forgotten our meeting.”

“And I told her you’ve never forgotten a meeting in your life,” said Adam. “No one is better organized than Bronwyn Clancy.” He gave her a quick grin and Bronwyn felt a thrill race down her spine.

“Well, organized or not, she’s still late,” chirped Clara. “And you’re soaking wet! Your hair is still dripping!” Her blue eyes wide with fake concern, Clara softly shook her own hair over her shoulder. It gleamed with the colors of an autumn sunset.

Mrs. Monnark and Adam looked at her expectantly. A rush of blood flooded Bronwyn’s cheeks, her face flushing red. This was not what she had planned for this morning.

“Um, well...,” Bronwyn’s voice trailed off. She reached for a chair, dragging it close to the triangle of three desks where Mrs. Monnark, Adam, and Clara sat, gripping the back of the chair hard to hide her nervousness and give her shaking hands something to do.

“Sorry I’m late.” Bronwyn heard her voice, soft and small, and tried not to visibly cringe, hating how she sounded. Letting her backpack thump to the ground at her feet, she forced a smile and tried to make her voice sound as strong and confident as Clara’s. “The rain started on my way to school and there wasn’t an umbrella in my dad’s car.” She shrugged as casually as she could, then sat down.  

Clara narrowed her eyes at her, one eyebrow drifting up at the corner. Then Clara’s face cleared as she flashed her perfect white smile at Bronwyn before turning her attention to Mrs. Monnark.

“So, you were talking about picking the junior captain of the A-Team just when Bronwyn walked in,” Clara said, picking an imaginary piece of lint off of her casual shrug sweater that hugged her frame perfectly over her long tank top. “You had a rather lengthy list of requirements that I thought were important. Maybe you could go over them again,” Clara said, her eyes cutting a smug side glance at Bronwyn before she added in a fake tone of concern. “You know, for Bronwyn’s sake.”  

“Yes, well,” said Mrs. Monnark, sounding annoyed. “We were going over that before you got here, Bronwyn. Clara has also expressed an interest in the junior captain position this year and she wanted to know the details for the application process.” Mrs. Monnark beamed at Clara, and Bronwyn clenched her fists, her fingernails digging into her palms.  

Bronwyn glanced at Adam, but he paid her no attention. He was looking at Clara, and Bronwyn swallowed hard, fighting the tiny tsunami of despair that threatened to overtake her as she realized Adam had never looked at her in the same way. Forcing herself to relax her hands, Bronwyn nervously ran them over her hair, which was getting curlier by the second as it dried, then dropped them in her lap.  

“Mrs. Monnark, I, uh,” Bronwyn finally whispered, then paused, fumbling for words, her thoughts in a jumble.

You’ll never beat Clara for junior captain, thought Bronwyn, defeated. What could she say to make Mrs. Monnark understand what the A-Team meant to her? 

Do I tell her about all the sports I tried out for at Castlewood my freshman year and how they all cut me? Bronwyn thought. How I nearly broke my foot trying out for bowling when I dropped the ball on my toes? Or the time I whacked the girl next to me in the head at marching band tryouts when I couldn’t learn how to twirl my flag?

Academic Team had been a beacon of hope to Bronwyn in the middle of her freshman year at Castlewood high. After getting cut from three different sport tryouts, then realizing she could never carry a tune well enough to hide somewhere in the back of show choir, and not having the courage to be the only girl in the robotics club, she had spotted the flyer for Academic Team tryouts just before Thanksgiving of her freshman year.

When she had walked in for the first meeting, Adam had been the first person she had met. Even as a sophomore, he had a confidence that Bronwyn could only dream of having, and his classic looks, with dark blonde hair and a well-defined jaw, made him look like he had stepped off of a magazine cover. He was brilliant, but he didn’t just inhabit the geek world of Castlewood High; he played tennis and ended up making varsity his sophomore year, his lean body and natural athletic grace making him a fierce competitor on the court.  

Bronwyn didn’t know all of that, though, when she first met Adam in her freshman year. What she had known as she had walked nervously into Mrs. Monnark’s room for that first A-Team meeting after standing in the hall for ten minutes, fighting her nerves, was that Adam was everything she had dreamed of finding in a guy. Tall, lean from his years on the tennis courts and still tanned from playing all summer, with a killer smile, Adam had stood up when she had walked in and Bronwyn’s knees had felt shaky as he had walked over to her, saying, “Hey! I’ve seen you in the chem lab, haven’t I? Bronwyn, right? I’m Adam. Glad you’re here.”

“Bronwyn? Bronwyn, are you there?” 

Mrs. Monnark gave her an annoyed glance, shaking her head slightly. Even though she was about the same age as Bronwyn’s parents, Mrs. Monnark looked older, with hair that was already more gray than brown and a network of tiny lines around the corners of her eyes. Her glasses were the only on-trend thing about her, with clear plastic frames that were too bulky for her thin features. 

“I was asking, Bronwyn, if you would second Clara’s nomination for junior captain of the team?”

“Clara?” Bronwyn blurted. “But.. I... Mrs. Monnark,” Bronwyn hesitated, then spit out the words in a rush. “I can’t. I was planning to apply for junior captain, too.”

Adam tore his gaze away from Clara, a flash of puzzlement across his face, before flashing a charming grin at Bronwyn. 

“You? Junior captain? I didn’t think you enjoyed being in the spotlight. You know the junior captain has to take turns in the buzzer seat, right?” he added, shrugging his shoulders, his smile slipping a bit.

“I mean, you always seem happy to be in the background. Like, you never want one of the front chairs in the competition, right? And you’re so amazing at how fast you can scribble answers to questions and pass it to whoever is on the buzzer. That kind of stuff.” He shifted his eyes back to Clara, his smile slowly returning. “But Clara, well, she’s just kind of a natural. You know,” he added offhandedly, “For the spotlight.”

Clara beamed at Adam, and Bronwyn felt sick. Adam was right; Clara shined in the spotlight with her perfect skin, her reddish-gold hair, and eyes that shifted between blue and green, like a sparkling ocean under a hot tropical sun.  

“Adam, you’re so sweet,” said Clara, tossing her hair over her shoulder and patting Adam’s hand like an owner absentmindedly patting a devoted dog on its head. Adam's reaction to her fleeting touch was immediate; the tips of his ears turned red and his eyes widened. 

Clara turned to Bronwyn. “It’s fine if you want to do the application too, Bronwyn. I think it’s great that you’re trying to step out of your comfort zone into something new. I mean, Adam is right... I don’t even realize I’m center stage during the competitions. I’m just so comfortable buzzing in, answering questions, knowing everyone is looking at me.” She paused, lowering her voice a notch to a dramatic tone.

“It can be unnerving, but that kind of intense attention really brings me to a better focus, feeling all those eyes on me, waiting for me to talk, wondering if I’m going to mess up.” She paused, tipping her head to one side, her hair swinging as she nodded at Mrs. Monnark. “I think that kind of pressure only makes me a better competitor.” She glanced back at Bronwyn, her face wide-eyed with fake concern. “I wouldn’t want to see you get overwhelmed up there.”

Clara stared at Bronwyn, her eyes narrowing slightly before she turned back to Adam.

“Well,” said Bronwyn finally, seething inside, “Thanks for the advice, Clara. But I’ve already started the application.” 

Bronwyn shifted her attention to Mrs. Monnark, who was rifling through papers, head down, ignoring their conversation as she tried to organize the class notes for geology. 

Even though she didn’t need the extra science credit, Bronwyn had added geology to her schedule this year so that she would have two science classes with Mrs. Monnark - geology and AP Chemistry - hoping that more time in class with Mrs. Monnark would be a plus in her favor and help her win junior captain. She hated raising her hand and taking part, but she forced herself to do it in both classes every day to prove to Mrs. Monnark that she was comfortable talking in front of groups.

“Do you need any help with those?” Bronwyn asked timidly. “Copies from the office or anything?” She suppressed the urge to shudder as she realized she’d have to ask Mrs. Scavloff for help.

Mrs. Monnark looked up as she gathered her papers together. Reaching down next to her desk, she grabbed the oversized custom tote bag she carried everywhere, featuring a collage of pictures of her three cats.

“Thank you, Bronwyn, but that won’t be necessary.” She sighed, shoving the papers into the bag. “You realize that if you’re serious about the application for junior captain that you’ll need to have a faculty recommendation?” She gave Bronwyn an impatient glance and blew a strand of gray hair out of her eyes. “Clara already has hers.” 

Bronwyn nodded. “I have a couple of different ideas for that.” She didn’t, not really, not on such short notice. But she didn’t want Mrs. Monnark to know that.

Mrs. Monnark muttered something under her breath, then cleared her throat. “Yes. Well, you’ll need more than ideas, Bronwyn.” She tapped her pencil on the table, then glanced up at the clock. “The bell is about to ring for the start of the day. We’ll call this meeting done. Bronwyn, see me at the start of geology. I’ll have the faculty recommendation sheet ready for you.”

As the first bell rang, Clara gathered her things and flashed Bronwyn another million-dollar smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.  

“Good luck, Bronwyn. I think it’s really brave of you to try for junior captain.” And with that, she wiggled her fingers at Adam and swept out the door, gliding away with the grace of a figure skater on ice. 

Bronwyn sighed. Before she could say anything to Adam, he jumped up out of his seat, grabbed his books, and followed Clara to the door. “Hey Clara, wait up a sec.”

Mrs. Monnark had already headed toward her desk. Grabbing her things, Bronwyn headed out the door into the crowd of students surging through the hallways of Castlewood High, groups of guys and girls who were chattering and laughing.. and completely ignoring her.
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After spending an unproductive few minutes in the bathroom, trying to smooth her hair one more time and wring the last bit of water out of her clothes, Bronwyn sat through her first period class in government trying to ignore Clara’s simperingly cheerful voice as their teacher called on her again and again. Scooting out the door after the bell rang, Bronwyn headed back to Mrs. Monnark’s room for her second period class, geology. Just as she walked through the doorway, the bell rang. Mrs. Monnark looked up from the podium at the front of the room.

“Oh, Bronwyn. There you are.” said Mrs. Monnark. “I was hoping you might be here a couple of minutes before class began.”

Bronwyn’s eyes roved the room and landed on her seat. Mrs. Monnark’s room didn’t have desks, but tables where two students sat. Bronwyn had lucked out and got in the best seat in the class at the beginning of the school year - the table in the far corner of the classroom next to the window. It made the dullness of geology a little more tolerable to look outside and watch the birds flying overhead, diving through the trees across the back athletic fields of Castlewood High.

Most of the students sat two to a table since the class was overcrowded, but Bronwyn had doubly lucked out; she had her table all to herself. But today, she saw that wasn’t the case anymore. Sitting at her table, sitting in her seat at her table, her window seat, was a guy she vaguely recognized.

“Yes,” said Mrs. Monnark, following Bronwyn‘s eyes. “We have a new student added to the class roster. He needed to add one more science class to meet his graduation requirements so since we are already at overcapacity and you had an empty seat at your table Bronwyn  - and, since you are at the top of the class, and he will need some help in catching up - I told him to sit there.” Mrs. Monnark tilted her head, looking at Bronwyn with a touch of impatience on her face. “That’s not going to be a problem, is it, Bronwyn?”

Bronwyn saw how craftily Mrs. Monnark had trapped her. There was nothing she could say here that would make her look good except for the words she forced out with a tight smile. “Sure, Mrs. Monnark.”

Weaving back through the maze of tables, Bronwyn felt the eyes of the class on her. She tried to focus on her destination, the empty seat that wasn’t her seat at her table, and forced herself to walk at a normal pace instead of bolting through the room like a scared rabbit. Reaching her table, she let her backpack sag off of her shoulders and thump to the ground, then sunk into the empty chair with a sigh.

“Rough morning, huh?” said the guy in her seat, looking out her window. From the corner of her eye, Bronwyn could see him stretched out, slouching slightly so that he could prop his heels on the window ledge that jutted out just above the floor. Next to his feet sat a half-filled bottle of water.  

Bronwyn ignored him and leaned over to yank her backpack open. After struggling with the zipper that had expanded and gotten stuck after her rainy entrance to school, she worked the geology book and her binder out for the class and set it on top of the table.

“Wow, really must have been a bad one. Glad I’m not those books the way you’re slapping them around,” said the guy next to her. 

Stifling the urge to sigh, Bronwyn flicked a look at him from the corner of her eyes. He was tall, like Adam, but built, with muscles that popped on his arms. He had sandy hair pushed off his forehead and a pair of hazel eyes that crinkled in amusement as he caught Bronwyn checking him out. 

Bronwyn blushed, then focused on her book, flipping to the chapter on the smartboard and paging through her binder to add today’s notes to her system.

“Is that color-coded? That’s cool. Hello? Hellllooo? Don’t feel like chatting, I get it. Morning classes stink. But since we’re neighbors, names might be useful.” 

Stretching, he clasped his hands and rested them behind his neck as he turned his head to look out the window. “Man, gotta love the view right here. This is a great seat.”

“Yeah,” said Bronwyn, whispering in a furious rush as she turned to face him. “It is a great seat. You know, when Mrs. Monnark starts going on and on about the layers of the earth and the different kinds of rocks and all of the boring material in this class, it’s really nice to have that seat, where you can look out the window and watch the birds. Sometimes, if you’re lucky, you might even see a fox at the end of the woods. One time I saw a woodpecker. That seat was the best thing about this class.” 

He sat up, taken by surprise. “Uh... did I do something? I mean, I was just trying to say hello and be neighborly, and it feels like you’re taking my head off right now.”

Bronwyn stared at him for a long few seconds, saying nothing, then gave an exasperated sigh, and dropped her eyes back to the day's notes. The class was boring and had once had a reputation for being ridiculously easy. The only reason she had added it was to have more face time with Mrs. Monnark, hoping that it might be enough to give her an edge when she made the final decision for junior captain.

But this was Mrs. Monnark’s first year of teaching geology, and Bronwyn had realized pretty quickly that the easy A expected to get might not be so easy after all. The teacher who had taught rocks for jocks at Castlewood High for over a decade had retired over the summer, and Mrs. Monnark seemed determined to shed the nickname by making her version of geology actually a hard class.

Next to her, she heard joints popping. From the corner of her eye, she saw the guy stretch again, then lean over and pick up his water bottle to take a drink. But that wasn’t exactly right, Bronwyn realized with a dawning sense of disgusted horror.

He’s not drinking, she thought. He’s spitting in the bottle!

“Don’t tell me you just did that,” Bronwyn whispered. 

“Well... yeah, I did.” said the guy. “I’ve got to make weight today.” He looked at her like that explained everything.  

Bronwyn stared back, saying nothing. Finally, she asked. “Make weight?”

“Yeah,” said the guy. “I have to weigh in for my wrestling meet today. Can’t go over the weight limit for my class. Every ounce counts. Thus,” he gestured at the bottle propped in the window. “The spit bottle.” 

Bronwyn felt her stomach turn over again. When she was younger, her parents had tried to get her interested in different sports, including playing T-ball when she was five. Not only did she have no interest in T-ball, Bronwyn never really understood the basics of the game; instead, she spent most of her time drawing pictures in the dirt.

The last day she had ever played T-ball, Bronwyn had been waiting for her turn to walk up to the plate where she knew she would swing and miss the ball on the tee over and over again. As she had watched her teammate ahead of her solidly connect with the ball and run down to first base, Bronwyn had held up her hand to high five the kid who had just crossed home plate. 

Screwing his mouth to one side, the kid had slapped her hand, then had spit out a wad of chewed sunflower seeds that had landed square on Bronwyn’s chest.

“Could you,” Bronwyn said, her voice weak as she fought back the urge to gag. “Could you, maybe, just not do that during this class?”

The guy raised his eyes at her, then sighed and shrugged. “All right, I guess so. I mean, I might be two ounces over the first time they weigh me and I might have to go out and run laps wearing six layers of clothes just so I can make weight, but hey, that’s cool if it spares you from being minorly grossed out for the next thirty minutes. I won’t spit in front of you, princess.” 

He shoved the bottle into the corner of the window ledge, out of sight.

“Don’t call me princess,” Bronwyn whispered, annoyed. 

She leaned over her desk and pulled out a spiral pad from the back of the binder. Flipping it open, she slid the binder into her lap and put
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