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“What is he doing here?” I whispered to my mother.

She glanced up from her notepad. “Who?”  

I kept my hand cupped tightly over the mouthpiece of the phone receiver and tilted my head towards the window. My mother looked past me, frowned, then shrugged and went back to what she had been doing.

I caught myself before I could roll my eyes. The woman standing in front of us—a camper who had been a last-minute reservation—was watching the interaction between my mother and I closely.

“Is this your daughter?” the woman asked my mother. My mother nodded, and they continued to chat about how nice it was that the campground was still operated by the family that started it all.

“I’m so glad I found this place,” the woman said. “All the other campgrounds in the area closed after Labor Day. Are you going to be open next September, too?”

“Maybe, if we get enough interest,” my mother replied. “We usually close after Labor Day, but this summer was...complicated. We decided to stay open through September to make up for it.”

“Well, lucky me,” the woman said, “it’s a beautiful time of year to experience Maine.”

I removed my hand from the receiver and tried to wrap up my call. “So, Mrs. Bowen, you’re confirmed for two tables for Saturday and Sunday. Please remind your daughter to stop by the campground by Thursday to pay the contest entry fee. I’ve got her down for s’mores-flavored popcorn balls, and I’m looking forward to trying your S’mores White Russian.”

Mrs. Bowen started to chatter about her cocktail recipe, but I cut her off. “Don’t forget about that pie you have in the oven,” I reminded her. She practically hung up on me in her rush to save the pie.

My mother was finishing her business, too. She ripped a piece of paper from the notepad and handed it to the camper. “Here’s the number for that family selling their motorhome. And I’ve got your contact information for next season.”

We exchanged pleasant goodbyes, and the moment the screen door slammed behind the woman, I turned to my mother. “Did you know he was coming here today?” I hissed.

“Of course not,” she said.

“Well, then what is he doing here? And why is he just standing there?”

“More like leaning.”

“Now is not the time for semantics, Mom.”

Neither of us moved. We sat and watched Trooper Justin Thompson and waited to see what he would do. He had parked his blue Maine State Police SUV directly across from the camp office—practically on the lawn of Claire Blais’ campsite—and was leaning on the hood, his thick arms crossed over his chest. 

Where was Claire, anyway? She was just the person to find out what was going on.

From the corner of my eye, I saw another vehicle approach. “What in the...” I said.

My mother turned her head and spotted the matching blue SUV. “Another one? Noelle, did somebody die?”

“Har, har.”

“I’m serious.”

“No, no one died. That I know of. By the way, if you think I’m going out there, you’re crazy. Technically, I don’t work for the campground, I just run the events.”

My mother gave my hand a playful slap, then rolled her chair back. “Chicken,” she teased.

I slouched in my seat and watched through the window as my mother put on her serious “Marlene Cooper, Owner and Manager of Babbling Brook Campground” face. She stepped out of the office and took a few steps toward Trooper Thompson. She said something that I couldn’t hear, and Thompson responded. A second later, my mother spun around and walked back inside.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“He says he’s here about the s’mores event,” she said.

“What?”

“Those were his exact words.” She smirked at me as she went back to her seat. “And since, technically, I don’t run the events, I’ll leave it up to you.”

I stuck my tongue out at her and got to my feet. Corny, my beagle, popped up from his bed in the corner and trotted towards the door.

“I don’t think you want to go out there, Candy Corn,” I said to him. He disliked Trooper Thompson as much as the rest of us. But Corny had waited patiently for the last hour and a half while I called to confirm contest entries for The S’mores Showdown festival happening the next weekend, and he probably needed to go out.

I clipped his leash to his collar and took a deep breath.

Outside, Trooper Thompson was still leaning on his SUV. He checked his watch, then made a “hurry up” gesture with his hand to the trooper who had parked behind him.

“Trooper Thompson,” I said before the screen door had even slammed behind me. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Corny stopped mid-step. The other trooper—a young man, maybe in his late twenties—opened the back door of his vehicle and let out a huge dog.

“Woah,” I murmured. Corny groaned and positioned himself behind my legs.

The younger trooper strode up to us with a broad, toothy smile. “Hi there. I’m Trooper Wiley of the Maine State Police. And this is Blitz.” He gestured to the dog. The animal was at least three times the size of Corny, and wasn’t the least bit bothered by my dog. In fact, he paid Corny no mind.

I stuck my hand out to Trooper Wiley. “Noelle Cooper, it’s nice to meet you.”

“Oh, you’re the trouble-making daughter,” Wiley said with a laugh as he pumped my hand.

“Excuse me?” I said.

He dropped my hand, and Trooper Thompson let out a growl. “Good grief, Wiley. If you go around repeating private conversations, all the other troopers will hate you.”

Wiley’s olive complexion managed to turn scarlet. “I thought you said it as a joke.”

“Thompson doesn’t joke,” I told Wiley. “He wasn’t born with a sense of humor.”

Trooper Thompson muttered something under his breath. I shot him a scornful look, then turned to Wiley. “What can I do for you both?”

Thompson took a step forward. “We’re here about the event you’re holding.”

“The S’mores Showdown? Why?”

Trooper Wiley cleared his throat and provided what sounded like a well-rehearsed response. “The State Police and the Maine Tourism Association have teamed up for a community-building campaign. As part of the program, state troopers will be assigned to any events and festivals that fall within their respective jurisdictions.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. “So, you’re...”

“We’re required to be present at next weekend’s event,” Thompson said with as much disdain as possible.

“I’m sure we don’t need both of you,” I said in the kindest tone I could muster. “One trooper is enough. Besides, Sheriff Owens will be here for the festivities on Saturday and Sunday.”

Wiley turned to Thompson. “Owens is your brother, right?” Thompson nodded.

“Sheriff Owens is a well-respected member of the community,” I said. 

“I look forward to meeting him,” Wiley continued, “but Miss Cooper, both Trooper Thompson and I will need to attend the event. I’m still learning the ropes with the state police. The training wheels aren’t quite off yet.”

I forced my lips into a weary smile.

“We’re also required to oversee that event preparations this week meet all health and safety codes,” Wiley said.

Corny came out from behind my legs and looked up at me. Even he knew this was bad. No one—and least of all me—wanted Trooper Thompson hanging around the campground all week. What would he do to “build community” at The S’mores Showdown? He’d probably yell at people for toasting their marshmallows improperly.

“That sounds a little like babysitting,” I said. “I’m a professional event planner, I know what I’m doing.”

The scowl on Thompson’s face told me that he didn’t want any part of this, either. He cleared his throat. “Wiley, give me a second with Miss Cooper.”

Wiley looked around for a place to go, and Thompson grew impatient. “Over there,” he said and pointed to the grass beside the camp office. “I’m sure your dog has to take a leak.”

“He’s a K-9,” Trooper Wiley said under his breath as he turned and walked Blitz in the direction of the office.

Thompson and I stared at each other until, finally, he spoke. “Don’t think I want to do this. I don’t care about your little event, and I better not have to step in and do anything for the preparations.”

I tapped a finger to my lips and pretended to think. “Now that you mention it, I’ll need someone to blow up balloons.”

“Not funny,” Thompson said. There wasn’t a hint of amusement in his tone.

“Make sure you’re up to code with the handling of food, and that the fire pits are inspected by someone from the fire department.”

“That’s all on my list already,” I said. “Like I said, this isn’t my first rodeo. I know what I’m doing.”

“Good. Because I’m up for a big promotion, and if anything goes wrong at this hoedown, it’s on me.”

“It’s a showdown, not a hoedown.”

Thompson was already walking back to his SUV. “You’re to provide daily updates to me or Wiley,” he said over his shoulder. “Don’t make me regret this.”

“Well, I already am!” I called back.

Thompson got in his vehicle and made a U-turn to leave the campground. He barked orders at the younger trooper through the SUV’s open window. “Wiley, meet me at the burger stand in Dixfield at noon. And leave the dog in the car. I don’t want him drooling on my pants while I eat my lunch.”

Wiley gave a curt nod of acknowledgement, and we both watched as Trooper Thompson drove away.

I let out a breath that I hadn’t even realized I had been holding.

“Sorry for the ambush,” Trooper Wiley said. He and Blitz crossed back to our side of the road.

“I’m sure it’s not your fault,” I said.

“And I apologize for what I said earlier.”

I waved a hand to let him know it was no big deal. “I’m sure Thompson says worse about me to anyone who will listen.”

“Did you two...?”

“What? Date? No. No! I would never.”

“Oh, sorry. It’s just that there’s a lot of tension between you two.”

“Tension, loathing, contempt,” I said. “And it goes both ways.”

“Got it. I’ll change the subject,” Wiley said. “What’s your dog’s name?”

At our feet, Corny stood still as a statue while Blitz sniffed him.

“Is he allowed to do that while he’s on duty?” I asked.

“He’s not technically working. Blitz is a trained scent dog. He’s only ‘on duty’ when he’s tracking a scent.”

“Oh, well, he’ll be able to track Corny from now until forever the way he’s sniffing.”

Wiley smiled. “Corny is a great name. And yes, Blitz is definitely memorizing Corny’s scent.”

“Is he a Belgian Malinois?” I asked. The dog looked like it could be cousins with a German Shepherd, but his dark brown coat wasn’t as fluffy, and it had a marbled pattern to it.

“Wow, you know your dogs,” Wiley said. “You’re close. He’s a Dutch Shepherd. They have shorter fur and tend to be a more mellow than the Malinois.”

“He’s beautiful.”

“So is Corny. Purebred beagle?”

I nodded. “Bred at an animal research laboratory. Rescued earlier this year.”

Wiley frowned. “Those laboratories should be outlawed. There’s no need for that kind of research these days. I’m glad your dog got out and found a loving home.”

An ear-splitting bang interrupted our little moment of dog appreciation. We all jumped—me, Trooper Wiley, and the dogs. Wiley even reached for his firearm. “What the...?” he said.

We turned towards the sound—and the rumbling that followed it—and saw an old, beat-up Ford truck coming around the side of the store. I put a hand to my chest in relief.

“It was Tom’s truck,” I said.

The truck came our way and backfired again. Trooper Wiley flinched, then walked to the middle of the dirt road with his hand up. The truck stopped abruptly.

Tom Bosse sat in the driver’s seat chewing on a toothpick. He slammed a hand on the steering wheel and leaned out the truck window. “This thing here is gonna stall if I don’t keep it moving!” he yelled to Wiley.

Trooper Wiley walked over to Tom’s window. “Sir, does this truck have a current state inspection and registration?”

Tom turned to me. “New friend of yours?”

I shrugged.

“You can see for yourself that I don’t have stickers,” Tom told Wiley. “Ain’t no point. Only place I take this rig is up to The Junction. I ain’t plannin’ no cross-country road trip.”

“I’m afraid that doesn’t matter,” Wiley said. “Those are public roads, so you’re going to need to get the truck road legal. I’ll let you off with a warning today but take care of it first thing Monday. I’ll be around here next week, and I don’t want to see this vehicle leaving Babbling Brook until it’s registered.”

Tom shook his head and mumbled something, then hit the gas. The truck backfired then rumbled down the access road and out of the campground.

“Charming man,” Wiley said straight-faced.

“You have no idea,” I replied.

A loud cheer—followed by a collective roar of laughter—scared Corny. He pressed himself against my legs and turned his head to look straight up at me with an exhausted look on his face.

“Sounds like someone is having a good time,” Wiley said.

It certainly did. And I knew exactly where that good time was taking place.

“My friend Poppy is hosting a gathering,” I said. It was the truth, but I chose to leave out the context. Could the scent dog smell lies?

“It’s a beautiful day for it,” the trooper said.

He was right about that. It was a picture-perfect Saturday afternoon—sunshine, temperatures in the low seventies, and a light breeze. “I hope we get this lucky with the weather next weekend,” I said.

The following Saturday and Sunday were booked solid with activities. The two-day s’mores-themed celebration was shaping up to be one of the biggest events to happen in the region. Thanks to my years of experience in professional event planning, I had already sold over four hundred tickets, and we still had a week to go. More than thirty vendors were coming to sell their products, all of which were required to represent the famous fireside snack.

Two news stations were scheduled to attend, plus a reporter for one of Maine’s premier tourism magazines. There would be food trucks, a disc jockey playing tunes on Saturday, and a rock cover band—The Graham Crackers—performing on Sunday. The whole idea for the festival struck me when I had heard about the cleverly named band.

The “showdown” was a contest that was open to the public for a twenty-dollar entry fee. Participants were required to bring samples of their s’mores-flavored treat or s’mores-themed item—homemade, not purchased—for open voting. All ticketed attendees would receive one vote.

So far, we had folks who had registered to bring s’mores-flavored ice cream, popcorn, pies, cakes, cookies, cupcakes, donuts, bark, and milkshakes. One man was bringing a handmade s’mores board game that he created. Someone else was making s’mores-scented votive candles in decorative holders.

What I hadn’t planned for were so many entries for s’mores-flavored cocktails. Most of those entries were from BBC campers, and the taste-testing had gotten out of hand over the last few days. Today, Poppy had invited several campers to her place to “get s’moresy.”

Another boom of laughter filled the air.

“I should probably go ask them to keep it down,” I said.

“Probably,” Trooper Wiley agreed. “It was nice to meet you, Noelle.”

“Nice to meet you too, Trooper.”

He tugged lightly on the leash in his hand. “Blitz, let’s go.”

Blitz headed straight for the back door of the SUV. Trooper Wiley opened it, and Blitz disappeared inside.

“See you soon,” Wiley said as he got into his vehicle. “We’ll come around for updates.”

“Great,” I said through clenched teeth, “can’t wait.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

TWO


[image: ]


“Let’s go, Corny,” I said and led him towards The Shadow Side, the shadier part of the campground that spooked out little kids and adults alike. We had only gone a few steps when I saw someone waving from the corner of my eye.

Down on the beach, Emmitt—my high school boyfriend and the local game warden—stood and waved an arm over his head. He brought his hands to his mouth and cupped them around it. “Do you need help?” he called.

I shook my head in a big motion and yelled back, “We’re fine. Learn to relax!”

From a towel on the sand, Emmitt’s new girlfriend gave me a thumbs up and hollered, “Thank you, Noelle!”

Emmitt was camping on his week off, and it was the third time that he had offered to help with something. He wasn’t used to sitting still. He wasn’t used to me not having a crisis to deal with. I understood why he felt the urge to help, but his girlfriend seemed nice, and I didn’t want her to think that he was the Cooper family’s personal aide.

Emmitt’s help had been indispensable when I had returned to Maine in May and stepped in to run Babbling Brook Campground. I hadn’t seen him or been part of the campground community since I had moved to Nashville eighteen years before. Life back in the small town of Bluefield was a far cry from the big city where I had gone to chase my dream of working in the music industry.

Emmitt and I were thrown together practically the moment I came back to town, and we had suffered through a drought, a heatwave, three murders, a kidnapping, and a month of rain. But my parents had been back in town since July, and my mother didn’t need my help running the campground. She had overseen BBC for more than twenty-five years, and she fell back into the role as soon as she returned.

My new job was planning events and activities to bring visitors and campers into BBC. I was no longer required to field questions or complaints, balance the campground budget, or deal with the other administrative tasks that I dreaded. Telling Poppy’s party people to keep it down was just me being a helpful daughter.

Yellow leaves crunched under my feet as I made my way along the dirt road. The last year had brought dramatic, unseasonable weather to the state, which meant that many of the trees had dropped their leaves early. Maine was known for its miles of striking orange and red landscapes in the autumn, but the leaf peepers were likely to be disappointed when they swarmed the state in October.

I, on the other hand, had chosen to find the silver lining in the early leaf drop and had planned what I was calling a Leaf Plunge for next weekend.

“Nothing says fall like jumping into a giant pile of leaves,” I had told Troy, one of my mother’s two campground employees. 

Troy always had a smile on his face and was up for anything. When I told him my idea, he declared himself the “leaf wrangler” and said he’d make it “epic.”

I followed the noise coming from the street behind the little wooden shack that we used as the camp office. There in front of me was my best friend’s campsite. And there in front of it was my best friend—Poppy Blais—standing on her deck and finger-conducting a sing-along to the song “Red Solo Cup.” The group of people gathered around the table on her deck bellowed the tune. Corny groaned and tried to hide behind my legs.

“Noelle!” someone yelled when there was a break in the song. I turned and looked to the campsite just beyond Poppy’s. It was another seasonal site that was rented out to Louanne Crosby and her young sons. My father and a group of people sat at a table in front of the fifth-wheel trailer. Louanne herself was at Poppy’s site.

I would never hear the end of it if I interrupted Poppy mid-song. I walked towards Louanne’s campsite instead, and my dad came to meet me halfway.

“Does Mom know that you’re over here?” I asked him as he slung an arm around my shoulder and guided me over to the group he had been sitting with. The wooden picnic table was strewn with empty martini glasses, a mostly empty bottle of marshmallow-flavored vodka, and a jumbo bottle of Hershey’s chocolate syrup.

My father put a finger to his lips and tapped it while he thought. “I honestly can’t remember if I told her,” he said, “but I’m sure she won’t mind.”

His words were borderline slurry. “Maybe have a glass of water and sit out the next round,” I told him. “It’s been a while since you’ve drank, you wouldn’t want to be sick tomorrow.”

“You’re right, tomorrow I have work to do. I have to plan my Cwismas...no, Chwismas...Chwis...”

“I know, you have to plan your Christmas tree route,” I said.

“Yes, that. Are you sure you don’t want to come with me?”

As a little girl, I had loved going with my father on his Christmas tree route. He would have me dismissed from school for two weeks every October with the excuse that I was learning valuable business skills—even at seven years old. We would drive through northern Maine, Vermont, and Canada to select the best-looking trees and make orders for when Cooper’s Christmas Tree Lots opened in November.

“I can’t this year, Dad. I have to put all those business skills to good use with my event planning. Now, could you please go drink some water?”

My father straightened his posture and kicked his heels together. He lifted his hand and gave me a salute, then dissolved into a fit of laughter. “Oh boy,” I said under my breath.

“Noelle!” someone called. 

I glanced around the table where my father had been sitting. It was filled with familiar faces: Aggy Winstead, BBC’s resident sleepwalker; Jimmy Reynolds, owner of The Junction convenience store up in town; Wanda Randall, a seasonal camper who took no less than five speed walks per day; and Walter Michaud, the town’s George Clooney lookalike and owner of the antique shop up the road.

The only person I didn’t recognize was the man in his late fifties decked out in a black tracksuit with metallic accents. He wore a thick gold chain around his neck and the flashiest wristwatch I’d ever seen. He was also puffing on a cigar and blowing the smoke right into Corny’s face. I reached down and slipped a hand under Corny to scoot him away from the cloud of smoke. Corny looked up at me and sneezed.

“Please don’t blow that in my dog’s face,” I said to the man. “His sense of smell is ten thousand times stronger than yours and mine.”

“Well, aren’t you the life of the party,” the man said. He looked me up and down and called over his shoulder to the others, “Who invited this broad?”

Walter Michaud cleared his throat. “Noelle, I don’t believe you’ve had the pleasure of meeting my brother.” The expression on his face was apologetic and let me know that he wasn’t any more thrilled by his brother’s behavior than I was.

“Sam Michaud,” said the man with the cigar, not bothering to get up to shake my hand. I hardly minded.

“Noelle Cooper,” I said to him. “Daughter of the campground owners—” at this, I tilted my head and gave my father a hard stare “—and I’ve come to quiet things down a little.”

Wanda Randall raised her hand to get my attention. “I thought you didn’t work for the campground anymore.” Before I could reply, Wanda turned to my father. “Cliff, I thought she didn’t work for the campground anymore?”

“Cliff, this is your daughter?” Sam Michaud said to my dad.

My father beamed at me. Even tipsy, he was proud as a peacock to have me as his kid. “That’s my girl!” my father crowed.

I pointed to my father’s mouth and tried not to roll my eyes. “You’ve got a little chocolate on your upper lip.”

“You’re not answering my question,” Wanda Randall said.

“No, I don’t work for the campground anymore, Wanda,” I said. “But I’m still within my rights to ask you all to quiet down. And maybe slow it down on the drinks.”

“But this is all because of you. You and your little festival.” She made air quotes at the word “festival.”

For such a petite woman, Wanda sure packed a lot of sass. Her moods ran hot and cold, and I wasn’t sure if alcohol made her more friendly or nastier. We had only had our first real conversation last week, and I really didn’t want to backslide with her. She knew plenty of people here at BBC, including the informal walking club that she had taken over when the previous leader died earlier in the summer.

“Are you referring to the cocktails?” I asked.

Wanda pointed a finger straight at me. I took it as an indication that I was right. “You’re having a contest for the best s’mores-themed treat or product,” Wanda said, as if I needed to be reminded.

“That’s right. And we’ll accept all your s’mores cocktail recipes in the contest, but today’s taste-testing has gotten out of hand.”

As if to prove my point, someone at Poppy’s campsite let out a loud hoot and “Olé!” I turned to see Greg Dorsy—the steady beau of my cousin Liz—waving his glass in the air. He had a huge grin plastered on his face; he was definitely smashed.

I looked back to the group sitting in front of me. My dad and Walter Michaud had their heads together like they were sharing a secret. I watched as Walter reached down and pulled two bottles of Poland Spring water from a cooler under the table. As he and my father cracked them open, I caught his eye and mouthed, “Thank you.”

Wanda had forgotten all about me and instead had the ear of Aggy Winstead. Aggy pretended to listen to Wanda but wiggled her fingers to grab Corny’s attention. He was too concerned with pawing at his smoke-irritated nose to notice her.

I took a deep breath. I wasn’t making any progress with this group. Maybe my dad and Walter Michaud would be helpful once they both sobered up a little. Behind me, Poppy, Greg, and the rest of the gang on her deck was singing “Margaritaville.” That was the party I really needed to break up.

I stole a glance at Corny, who looked like he would rather be anywhere else. “We can do this,” I told him.

Then we turned back around and crossed to Poppy’s campsite.
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The glass dining table on Poppy’s deck—which she normally wiped clean at least three times per day and was never without fancy place mats and a flower arrangement at its center—was covered in graham cracker crumbs and an assortment of marshmallows in different sizes and conditions.

I wrapped Corny’s leash around my hand a few times to reel him in close to me. I did not want him to get his paws on a marshmallow.

“What is this mess?” I asked. I righted a tipped plastic cup. Poppy had gone all out with a set of matching s’mores themed cups and plates.

“Haven’t you ever had marshmallow shooters?” Poppy shrieked mid-song.

I furrowed my brow at the table and tried to make sense of what she had said.

“You pull out the marshmallow center and fill it with booze!” Greg explained with a gusto I had never seen him have before. I gave him a pacifying nod.

The group gathered on Poppy’s deck puzzled me. Greg and Poppy—who had barely known each other until a few weeks ago—were acting like best friends. They were slapping high-fives and singing at the top of their lungs. It was behavior that was strange from the usually quiet Greg. He often reminded me of a groundhog; curious but skittish, never very social, and always searching for food.

Louanne Crosby—a sweet, mild-mannered woman and a single mother to the infamous Crosby boys—sat at Poppy’s table mutilating marshmallows. I didn’t know much about her except that her sons kept her busy and her ex-husband had left her broke. Poppy had made more than a few Crock-Pot dinners for the Crosby family over the summer just to make sure they had enough to eat.

Across from Louanne was Edie Winstead, the younger sister of Aggy. Edie was perpetually tan and constantly crabby, which made me wonder how she managed an invite to join Poppy’s taste-testing. Edie still held a grudge against me for insinuating that she had covered up a murder—a fact that was later proven to be untrue—and she never failed to make a snide remark in my company.

Next to Edie was Mickey Randall, the husband to Air Quotes Wanda back at the other campsite. He was biting an unlit cigar, a habit I would never understand. Mickey called women “missy” and lived mostly in the past, constantly rehashing the glory days of his youth with a sad sort of fondness. It was almost a blessing that he’d recently inherited a huge sum of money, because it gave him something new to talk about—the Corvette and the ski boat that he had recently purchased. And boy, did he talk about them.

And then, there was Poppy. My fashion-forward, cheese-loving, life of the party friend who spoke in questions more than statements. Poppy and I had only met a couple of months ago, but I had bonded with her faster than anyone in my whole thirty-eight years. We were an opposites-attract type of friendship, except for our wry senses of humor.

Poppy was the only one at the table not wearing sunglasses, and when I saw that I’d caught her eye, I gestured with my hand for her to lower the volume on the singing. She grinned at the challenge and began slowly quieting her voice. She motioned to the others—only Louanne and Mickey were still singing along—to do the same, until the three of them were whispering Jimmy Buffett’s lyrics.

When they finished the song and dissolved into a fit of laughter, I asked, “When was the last time any of you had something to eat besides marshmallows?”

“We had some brie a little while ago,” Mickey said. He reached into the chest pocket of his shirt and pulled out a graham cracker. “And I have these to absorb the alcohol.”

I gave him a small smile. “Those probably aren’t sufficient, given how freely the liquids are flowing.”

“We had a charcuterie board,” Poppy chimed in. “I have another one in the fridge. I couldn’t help it, I had to make two. Oh, and fruit! I’ve got fruit!”

“I was thinking more along the lines of a sandwich or a burger,” I said. “Or a pizza. I can call up to The Junction and order some. On me.”

“That is so nice of you, Noelle,” Louanne Crosby said and laid a hand on my arm. She slurred her words.

“It’s nothing,” I said.

“Burgers?” Poppy asked. “I think I have burgers?”

“Let’s go inside and check, shall we?” I said.

Poppy linked her arm through mine, and we headed for her trailer door. I brought Corny with us, even though Poppy didn’t usually allow him inside.

The interior of Poppy’s usually pristine trailer was a pigsty. I had to clear the table of bottles, glassware, and wrappers to make room for the charcuterie board. The kitchen sink was a mess of dirty bowls, measuring cups, and spoons. Someone had spilled a bottle of chocolate syrup on the counter and done a shoddy job of cleaning it up. Poppy would regret this little shindig in the morning.

By the door sat a TV tray table with two ceramic pitchers on it. Poppy was the only camper I knew who put out her best dishes and decor when camping. Most campers were content to use paper cups and old dinnerware that they found at yard sales. Not Poppy: the silverware she kept in her trailer was nicer than the set I had been using in my apartment for the last ten years.

I looked inside the pitchers. The one labeled “Virgin” had only a few sips left at the bottom. The other—which I reasoned was alcoholic—was more than half full. How was that even possible given the state of the people out on the deck?

“Poppy
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