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Welcome to the third book of the Castlewood High Tales series, “Camp Castlewood”. This story is a retold version of “The Beauty and the Beast” by Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve.

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.
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Chapter One
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Bonnie Libros stared out the bug-smudged window of her father's old Wagoneer, the faded gray highway miles rolling away beneath the wheels as she fixed her eyes on the horizon, mesmerized by the waving green lines of newly sprouted corn in the farm fields that flew past. A flash of brown flickered across the edge of her vision and she turned to see a pair of deer disappearing into the tree line.

Sighing, Bonnie slumped against the back of her seat and pushed her sunglasses up on her nose. As she stared out the windshield at the endless road and hazy green fields, she glimpsed her reflection in the side-view mirror and fought the urge to sigh again. Her carefully crafted bun had collapsed into a toppling cascade of wavy brown strands that blew over her shoulders in the breeze from the half-opened window. Pulling the elastic band loose, Bonnie shook her head and gathered her long hair into a snug ponytail.

Next to her, her father hummed happily along with the music on the radio, an old Neil Diamond song that he claimed to know by heart. Bonnie knew better; once the song reached the chorus, he would fumble for the words and ad lib the lyrics. Closing her eyes, she feigned sleep and waited for the inevitable moment.

Her father's humming grew louder, competing with the rumbling sound of Phillippe the Jeep's engine. The Wagoneer was older than Bonnie by over a decade, but her father insisted he'd never need another car as long as he had duct tape, Bondo, and an auto salvage yard for spare parts. Even though he claimed that fixing the old Jeep was a perfect hands-on lesson for the science and engineering classes he had taught at Old North High School, Bonnie knew his attachment to the Jeep was more than merely practical. Glued to the instrument panel of the Jeep, its edges torn and colors faded, was the photograph of her mom that Bonnie had taken the day her father had brought the Jeep home and asked her mom to name it.

"Name it? Hector, you're kidding, right?" Her mom had laughed, and Bonnie had captured the moment as her finger clicked down on the button of the old Polaroid camera she'd bought from an estate sale at an apartment in the building next to theirs. The unfinished photo slid out of the slot at the bottom like a magical ticket.

Bonnie remembered watching it develop, her mom's wild mane of curls and wide smile slowly filling the narrow white photo frame like a beam of sun breaking through gray clouds. Squeezing her eyes tightly against the breeze that pushed through the window, she willed away the image in her mind, and forced herself back to the present.

As the song crashed toward the crescendoing chorus, Bonnie heard her father's humming shift to a mumbling of vague syllables. She pressed her head against the cool glass of the window and opened her eyes again. This time she saw a large green highway sign noting the distance to various destinations ahead. The last line on the sign read CASTLEWOOD - 12 MILES. She swallowed, trying to quell the knot of fear that had plagued her since buckling her seatbelt that morning.

As her father's random mumbling settled into a few repeated words, all sung off-key, Bonnie endured another round of mixed-up lyric. When she sighed, he finally stopped, glancing over at her.

"What's wrong, Bibi?" He flashed her a smile. "My singing is that bad, huh?"

The old nickname pricked the edges of Bonnie's memory like a key sliding into a well-worn lock. Pushing away the echoes of her mom's voice, Bonnie felt the knot of fear grow into a full-blown panic that held her in a tight grip. She made a gesture at the window as another sign loomed in the distance.

"Can’t we just turn around? Castlewood doesn’t even sound like a real place where people live. It sounds like... like...,” Bonnie floundered, trying to find the words. “Like a theme park for little kids.” 

Her father gave her a measured look.

"Bibi.” He glanced between the road and Bonnie’s face. Seeing her worried expression, he sighed and shrugged with a half-smile. His brown eyes crinkled and his mustache dipped to the right with the motion of his shoulders. “Work with me... please.” He paused and cleared his throat as he turned down the radio until Neil Diamond’s voice was a faint whisper in the background.

“I know you’re scared about moving, but you don’t need to worry so much. Maybe -” he paused, tapping a finger against the steering wheel. “Maybe just think of it as an adventure? It’s a great opportunity for both of us. And a chance for you to finally spread your wings.” He paused, then added. “I know you wanted to stay in the city, but let’s give Castlewood a chance. And,” he added pointedly, turning to give Bonnie a look. “This move gives your Aunt Alma a chance, too.” 

Bonnie took a deep breath and held it for a moment before letting the air escape her like a deflated balloon. She turned away from her father and stared out the window, blinking her eyes hard behind her sunglasses.

“I miss her,” she finally said softly, so softly she didn’t think her father had heard her. But out of the corner of her eye, she saw him nodding. He continued to tap the steering wheel, the drumming sound filling the silence. 

“She’s going to miss you, too,” he finally said. “She’s been with you every day for the last five years.” He fell quiet for several seconds. “But did you see how excited she was when we dropped her off at the airport?” He chuckled, then added to himself, “My little sister, the world traveler.”

Bonnie nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She’d never seen Alma as animated as she had been that morning when they had dropped her off at the airport, her hiking backpack loaded with everything she would need for the next two months as she joined her roommates from college for their long-planned pilgrimage to walk the Camino de Santiago together. 

A pang of guilt hit Bonnie as she remembered the look of excitement in her aunt’s eyes that morning at the airport. Alma had wrapped Bonnie in a fierce hug, whispering, “You’re ready for this!” before pulling away and racing toward the gate, waving wildly at her old roommates, who had waited to board the plane with her. Bonnie had watched her disappear through the boarding gate, struck by the sight of Alma with her friends, all of them giddy with the thrill of travel. 

“She gave up so much to help us.” Bonnie barely heard her father’s words. “Leaving school, staying with us, then homeschooling you.” His voice trailed off as he shook his head.

Up ahead, as the road crested a low hill, another green sign appeared again, suspended over the highway, this one stating in all caps that the next exit was for Castlewood. No other signs appeared next to it, nothing to show any attractions, museums, galleries, or historic places of note to explore. 

Just... CASTLEWOOD.

Bonnie’s father pointed at the sign. "It is a funny name for a town in the middle of farm country. I heard there's a half-finished castle on a bluff above the river that some rich recluse tried to build a hundred years or so ago." He winked at her, then smoothed his mustache as he looked back toward the road. "But no theme parks, as far as I know."

"So they named the entire town after an unfinished building project?" Bonnie asked as she crossed her arms, feeling the rough edge of the seat belt rubbing against her elbows. She pulled down her sweater sleeves, smoothing the wrinkles.

"Maybe. Towns have been named after stranger things." He chuckled again. "Besides, they hired me as chair of the science department at Castlewood High, not the history department. I bet you could ask your history teacher this fall." 

Bonnie’s breathing grew shallow as she tried to imagine the inside of a classroom. Me, in a real school? A high school? Her heart thudded with panic. 

“l, uh, guess I could,” she finally replied as she squeezed her elbows and turned to stare out the window again. The flat farm fields fell away into small stands of trees and little rolling hills that disappeared into the horizon.

Bonnie glanced at her messenger bag by her feet. I hope there’s at least a library, a big one, one where I can hide. Inside her bag were books and bundles of brochures from the museums that were her second home in the city, places Alma had taken her until Bonnie was old enough to roam their halls alone. 

Her father edged the Jeep over toward the exit lane off the highway. Ahead, at the top of the overpass, Bonnie saw a looming billboard that said Welcome Home to Castlewood! 

Bonnie’s heart sank. All morning, leaving the city had felt like a dream, but seeing the sign made moving feel so final, so real. 

It’s felt like a dream - or a nightmare - since the day Papa told me about taking a new job at Castlewood High.

Bonnie had responded to the news with a pleading look before picking her book up, racing to her room, and slamming the door. She had spent the rest of the night laying on top of her bed, frantically thinking of some reason to change her father's mind. Just because we talked about me going to high school after this year doesn't mean it actually has to happen.

But none of her carefully crafted arguments had changed her father's mind, and Bonnie had alternated between watching the movers as they packed up their tiny apartment and Alma as she had packed her hiker's backpack, shoving guidebooks and extra socks in the side pockets.

That morning, surveying the empty apartment, Bonnie had swallowed back her tears as she had watched the excitement in her father’'s eyes grow. Driving out of the city to a little town two hours away, a town with a silly name tucked into the middle of farm country, felt like they were driving off the edge of the known world to Bonnie, while her father had practically overflowed with happy exclamations about the fresh air and wide-open spaces. She had almost convinced herself it was a bad dream... until now. 

The Jeep edged off the highway onto the exit ramp, her father tapping his fingers against the steering wheel and as they waited at the red light. Two cars, one a minivan, the other a truck, slowly passed through the intersection headed in opposite directions. Bonnie bit her lip, looking around the intersection. 

"How much farther?" 

"Mmm, to the house?" Her father answered, his voice vague. "Just a few miles from here. We'll drive by real quick." 

Bonnie cocked her head and fixed her father with a level stare. He whistled softly, his eyes shifting once to meet hers before he shifted and focused on the red light.

"'We'll just drive by?'" Bonnie repeated. "What do you mean drive by? Aren't we going inside the house?” Her panic fled as her fear flamed into growing anger. Her voice rose. “The house you were so excited to find after raising me in an apartment for the last fifteen years?"

Her father chuckled nervously, then swallowed and looked over at her. 

"I am excited about the new house, Bibi." He shrugged, giving Bonnie a half-smile. "But things are a little... complicated. We'll just be driving by today." He angled the Jeep to the left as the light turned green.

"Complicated?" Bonnie repeated. 

He turned, giving her a broad smile with a look on his face that Bonnie recognized. It was his Big Surprise look and Bonnie felt her stomach drop as she remembered some of his other Big Surprises, like the time he brought home a Rubbermaid tote full of croaking bullfrogs he'd saved from being put under the scalpel in biology class. Once the lid came off, the frogs had hopped into all the corners of their apartment; it had taken Bonnie and Alma over three days to find all of them. 

"Just a little complicated. Besides, I have a surprise for you!"  

Her father turned the Jeep again and Bonnie saw the street sign at the corner flash by her window. They were on Main Street, headed toward the center of Castlewood. A few houses appeared, set back from the road; at the next red light, Bonnie saw the edge of a sidewalk begin on the other side of the intersection, the white concrete rolling toward the edge of the horizon.  

"A surprise?" asked Bonnie. "What's going on, Papa?" The knot of fear sat like a rock in her belly as the Jeep came to a stop sign and her father sat, waiting for traffic to pass, the right turn signal blinking tick-tock-tick-tock.

As the Jeep slowly cruised down the street, Bonnie saw old trees lining the sidewalk, their leafy limbs swaying in the morning breeze. Deep lawns rolled back from the sidewalk, with stone and brick walkways that led to older houses, most of them smaller two-stories, all with wide front porches, elaborate trim, and a myriad of cheery paint colors. It looked like a street of gingerbread cottages.   

Slowing to a stop, her father parked the Jeep in front of the fourth house on the right. 

"There," he whispered, his hands resting on the steering wheel. Lifting a finger, he pointed gently across Bonnie to a little one-story red cottage with white trim, a blue door, and a broad front porch that wrapped around the left side of the house and disappeared. Next to the driveway, a group of battered kitchen cabinets stood in line, piled with rolls of discarded carpet.

"You weren't kidding. It’s nowhere near ready to move in.” 

"No, not yet," said her father. He sighed. “The contractor I hired to do the remodeling hasn’t been answering my calls, either.” He shook his head, his lips tightening in displeasure. “I’ll have to try calling my realtor. The contractor is his brother.”

Bonnie peered at the house, a small spark of hope taking hold of her. Whipping her head around, she slid her sunglasses off and stared at her father, her eyes wide as a pulse of excitement thrummed in her spine.  

"Since the house isn't ready, that means we have no place to live!" A wave of triumphant relief washed away her fear. "Which means we have to go back to the city!"  

"Ahh, Bibi, where's your sense of adventure? Even if we wanted to go back, the apartment is sub-leased to another tenant for the summer until Alma gets back."

The thrum of excitement evaporated and Bonnie felt deflated, barely hearing her father as he continued. "Now that we’re in town, I need to get a hold of the contractor and find out why the work is delayed. I’m sure he will have it ready for us to move in before the school year starts." 

The words school year registered and Bonnie looked at her father, the hope she had felt just a few seconds ago gone, replaced with an all too familiar sense of worry.

"But Papa, it's only June. School doesn't start till the end of August. Where are we going to live until then?"

Her father smiled, his brown eyes crinkling behind his glasses.

"Aha! And now I finally get to share my surprise of the day!" He chuckled, then put the Jeep in drive, making a quick U-turn in the street before heading back out toward the highway.  

Bonnie swallowed, her heart beating faster as she remembered how on the third day of the Great Frog Caper, she had found the last escaped bullfrog hiding under her pillow. Screaming, she had fled her tiny apartment bedroom, the frog croaking as it jumped from her bed.

Alarm bells bonged in Bonnie's head. I think I’d take a bucket of bullfrogs dumped in my lap to just go home to the city. 

"Wh-what surprise?" Bonnie finally dared to ask, staring at her father as he began humming along to the radio again.  

He turned and grinned, his eyes dancing with glee behind his glasses.

"We're going... to camp!" 
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Chapter Two
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"What do you mean we're going to camp?" Bonnie demanded. "Like, camp...," she paused, her words slowing as her mind raced over the possibilities, "... in a tent?" Images of snakes and spiders filled Bonnie's head. She turned to her father, her eyes widening with panic. "Are you crazy?!"

Her father laughed and shook his head as they passed the exit ramp back to the highway. "Calm down, Bibi. I'm not crazy. We don't even own a tent." He looked over at her, patting her on her arm. "Look in the back of the Jeep. Go on." He patted her arm again. "Do you see any camping equipment?"

Craning her neck over her shoulder, Bonnie turned to study the back of the Jeep. Her dad had folded down the rear seats, creating a long cargo area behind the front seats. Packed with suitcases and last-minute items the movers hadn't loaded onto the moving van, Bonnie saw no lumpy bundles that resembled a tent or sleeping bags, but she couldn't be sure. Her only knowledge of tents came from seeing the little one-man pop-ups used by the cyclists who raced in the annual Old Town Frenzy weekend bike-a-thon, and camped overnight on the green in North Metro Preserve, just a few blocks away from their apartment. 

Crossing her arms again, she looked at her father. "Papa," she said. "Seriously. What's going on?"

Through the windshield, Bonnie saw a sign shaped like an oversized pumpkin. In faded orange paint, the words HOLLENMEYER'S U-PICK FARM scrolled across the middle of the sign in a fanciful script. Suspended by a pair of small chains, a smaller sign swung below that read: STRAWBERRY WEEKEND U-PICK. They drove past the sign, Bonnie catching sight of a large parking lot that led up a low slope toward a white barn before the farm disappeared from view.

"When I came to Castlewood a few weeks ago to sign all the sale paperwork for the house, I finally walked through with the contractor. He explained what needed to be done to update it before we could move in, and he assured me he could finish the big items by today. So I subleased the apartment and bought Alma's ticket to Spain.” 

“So - when did you know that we wouldn't have a place to live?” 

Her father tugged his mustache again as he navigated the hills and curves of the country road. "Not until last week, when I came down to check on the repairs. I realized the contractor may have been a little too optimistic about his promises to finish on time.” 

“And this camp?” Bonnie swallowed, trying to hide the shudder that coursed through her body. “How -”

Her father cut her off, his words tumbling out in excitement. "Well, I was grabbing lunch in Castlewood, thinking I would have to call the apartment manager back in the city and tell them we wouldn't be able to sublease the apartment for the summer when I lucked into meeting the owner of Camp Castlewood." He paused, shaking his head once. "Half-owner. His sister-in-law owns the other half, but she’s not interested in any of the day-to-day operations.” He took a deep breath. “We got to talking, and he told me he needed more help for this summer, but he was having a hard time hiring the right people. So I took a chance. I told him about our situation and asked if he could use a biology teacher on staff at camp, and he offered me a job for the season!" 

Her father looked over at her, his face as bright and animated as his voice. When Bonnie said nothing, he added, "And it comes with free room and board!" He thumped the steering wheel as he said the words, and Bonnie stared, speechless.

"Well, that's great, Papa," she finally said, her words falling slowly like drops of water from a leaky faucet. As a teacher at Old North High, he had spent more with his classes outside the building than in it, organizing nature hikes through Metro Park and field trips to local green space preserves, museums, and working farms. "That's great for you," Bonnie added, then asked, "But what about me?"

A puzzled look crossed his face. He glanced her way. "You'll live at Camp Castlewood this summer, too, Bonnie." 

As he turned the Jeep onto a side road lined with tall wildflowers, the light shifted from bright sun to dappled shade. Behind the wildflowers that hugged the edge of the road, tall trees stretched heavy green limbs up to the sky, creating a canopy that filtered the sky into tiny patches of dazzling blue trapped between overlapping dark leaves. The open farm country, with expansive fields and horizons as far as the eye could see, had disappeared, replaced by a wooded valley with a creeping forest. A line of battered mailboxes appeared at the end of long gray gravel driveways, but other than that, there was no sign of civilization.

Without realizing it, Bonnie had wrapped her arms around her shoulders, hugging herself.  

"What if I don’t want to live there, Papa?" She asked again, her voice smaller. Ahead of them on the road, a rabbit darted out into the middle of the lane. Her father brought the Jeep to a stop, watching and waiting. With a twitch, the rabbit met Bonnie's eyes and bounded away, its white tail flashing as it leapt into the thick line of bushes along the tree line.  

Whistling softly, he smiled, then turned, meeting Bonnie's eyes. 

"Bibi, think of the fun! The adventure! And it's not just a job for me, don't you see? There's a job for you, too. We're both going to work at Camp Castlewood this summer!"
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Chapter Three
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Working at a camp?! In the woods?! All summer?!

Papa’s gone crazy, Bonnie thought as he slowly drove until he reached a side road of worn-down gravel that was cleared of most of the undergrowth on either side. A sign shaped like an arrow and painted orange stood at the intersection with the main road, pointing down the gravel road. CAMP CASTLEWOOD blazed across the arrow in hand-painted white letters.

"We're here! Bibi, you're going to love it! Mr. Sylvester, the camp director I was telling you about, gave me a quick tour. There's a lake on the other side of the camp with a boathouse and canoes and kayaks. The cabins all have bathrooms, so no outhouses, and..."

Did he just say no outhouses? Bonnie's heart thudded in her chest. Her father had almost sounded sorry about having indoor plumbing.

"And the kitchen in the mess hall is updated, too, and there's a big amphitheater built into the ground in the main camp where the kids all meet at the beginning and the end of the day." 

He slowed the Jeep to a stop as they pulled up to a dark tunnel beneath the trees. Bonnie stared ahead, heart thumping with panic as she struggled for words. Through the bug-smacked windshield, she saw a large entranceway made from hewn logs, two on either side of the pitted gravel road, planted deep in the ground like giant abandoned Lincoln Logs. Between the logs, a gray, weather-beaten board sign stretched overhead that read CAMP CASTLEWOOD. The letters looked as if someone had chiseled them into the planks dozens of years ago.  

Old metal gates underneath the sign stood slightly ajar. Putting the Jeep into park, Bonnie’s father hopped out, and pushed them open a little further, the rusty hinges squeaking with a high whine. Sliding back behind the driver's seat, he nosed the Jeep through the narrow opening, then hopped back out to close the gates behind them, the rusty hinges creaking and groaning as he shoved them gates back into place. 

Bonnie’s father drove slowly now, the gravel giving way to a hard packed dirt road as they approached the main camp area. Deep ruts in the road pulled the Jeep's tires into bumpy gulfs, and Bonnie clung to the door handle as they pitched and careened down the rough road. Finally, the narrow wooded lane widened, opening up into a large grassy area surrounded by buildings. On the left, a flagpole stood forlornly bare in front of a large red one-story building with a wide front porch that listed to one side like a ship taking on water. Above the door was a sign that read MAIN OFFICE, the letters crafted in the same crude style as the entrance to the camp.  

The rutted gravel and dirt road led onward and Bonnie spied another large red building, this one bigger than the main office. The paint looked fresher and the building still stood tall at the corners, not sagging with age as the main office did. A porch wrapped across the front and around both sides and over the double doors. The sign, also newer, read in crisp black letters MESS HALL.   

Beyond the mess hall, the road continued and veered to the right before splitting into two roads, one right and one left. Between the fork in the road lay an open grassy area rimmed by two groups of small cabins tucked under shady green trees. In the space between the two groups of cabins, a volleyball net stretched across the patchy ground. 

To Bonnie's right, across from the main office, an amphitheater with aged and rain-sodden timbers for steps led down a shallow hillside to a large stage under a thatch and timber roof.  

The Jeep rolled to a stop in front of the main office, putting it in park. Jumping out of the front seat, Bonnie’s father walked around to the passenger side, whistling happily. Bonnie sat, not moving, looking around with mounting trepidation as her heart thudded in her chest and her brain not-so-helpfully dredged up every horror movie she had ever seen. 

Up close, the cheery red paint looked like it had been hastily applied; gleams of dull gray wood peeked out here and there amidst the fresh coat. Hector tapped on her window, smiling, and she jumped in her seat before taking a deep breath, willing herself to calm down. With a quick glance to check for any bugs (or bats... or wolves... or, or, or! - her brain just wouldn't shut up) that might fly inside, Bonnie finally rolled it down.

"So, what do you think?" Her father asked. He spread his arms wide and shifted from his right foot to his left, bouncing with excitement as he looked around and took in the camp surroundings. "Isn't this place amazing?"

Bonnie looked around, her fingers clutching her seatbelt, unwilling to get out of the Jeep. She tried to see the camp through her father's eyes, looking around for a few seconds, but to no avail. Bugs droned, their sound a low thrum that ebbed and crescendoed with an ominous rhythm. At the edges of the woods, the trees opened and revealed entrances to dark paths that looked like they would happily swallow her whole. A slow, aching, creaking noise came from behind her father and Bonnie swung her head to the side to see trees swaying, their tops bending in the rustling wind as their branches reached down like long, searching fingers. A chattering s other across the amphitheater stage.

What if there are animals bigger than squirrels here? Bonnie wondered, her heart skipping and racing as fast as her frantic thoughts. As a city kid in an apartment, the only pet she'd ever had was a goldfish named Gladys that had lived to the ripe old age of two. Beyond Gladys, her closest experiences with animals included spending time with the mammal skeletons at the Museum of Natural History and watching the dogs and their owners playing in the fenced pet area of North Metro Park. 

"I don't... I don’t...,” she finally said, words shaky as she tried to control the edge of panic that threatened to overwhelm her.  

Seeing her distress, her father reached over the open window frame and patted her shoulder with his right hand.

"Bibi, it's ok. I promise you. We'll have a great summer here. Just give it a chance." He tapped on the door of the Jeep and tilted his head to the side, his mustache twitching as he smiled. "Come on, let's walk around a bit before we meet with Mr. Sylvester."

Taking a deep breath, Bonnie unlocked the door and grabbed her messenger bag. As she swung her feet out and touched the ground, her right foot sunk into a muddy puddle. Her heart sank.

"My shoe!" 

As she pulled her foot out of the puddle, she bit her lip, fighting back the urge to cry or scream, or both. The formerly white canvas shoe dripped, dark brown wet splotches covering her entire foot. Her father looked down, sighing.

"Yes, those won't do out here. We'll have to head back into town to get some proper hiking boots for you." He glanced at her lightweight summer dress and sweater. "And once we get settled in our cabins, you can change into something better suited for the outdoors."  

"Papa, I don't have anything better suited for the outdoors. I
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