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My car bounced through another pothole as I tried to keep up with my cousin Mandy’s speeding golf cart up ahead. I followed at a distance to keep her trail of dust from engulfing my VW Beetle. The temperature was a scorching eighty-nine degrees, and I had the windows rolled all the way down.

The golf cart hurtled around the turn up ahead. Mandy had a lead foot.

She finally slowed to a stop and waved her hand out the side of the rusted cart. She shouted something my way, but Neil Diamond’s “Sweet Caroline” drowned her out. I turned down the radio and stuck my head out the window.

“What?” I called to her.

“You can park right there,” she said.

She pointed to a patch of brown grass on a campsite that sat on Maine Street, the road that ran through the center of Babbling Brook Campground.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because that’s where your parents always park.”

Confused, I shifted into neutral and opened the door. I put one foot out of the car, happy to stretch at least one leg after such a long drive. “Why do they park there?”

Mandy hopped out of the golf cart and stood to face me. Her strawberry blond hair had extra strawberry, just like mine and all the other women on my mother’s side of the family. Mandy wore hers in a pixie cut and accessorized it with a baby blue bandana knotted at the top of her forehead. A white earbud stuck out of one of her ears. She reminded me of my younger self, and I suddenly felt self-conscious about the gray strands that had recently started showing up in my hairbrush.

Mandy furrowed her brow for a moment before her brain seemed to register what I meant. “Did you think you were staying at 1600?” she asked.

My posture went all soft as a wave of nostalgia crashed over me. When I was eleven, I had nicknamed my grandmother’s big white house 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. I was pleased to hear that it had stuck all these years later, though Mandy’s tone implied that it had been ridiculous for me to think that I’d be staying there.

The nostalgia dissipated and a knot began to form in my stomach. “Yes?”

Mandy slapped a palm to her forehead and let out a loud laugh. “Oh! No, your parents haven’t stayed there in...three years? Something like that. Your mom rents 1600 to the Winsteads for the summer. This is your parents’ campsite, your new home away from home!” She made a big flourish with her arms, like she was presenting on The Price is Right.

I gaped at Mandy, then at the camping trailer in front of me, and at the brown spot on the lawn. I gaped at the trailers that flanked my parents’ campsite, just a few feet away. “Tin cans on wheels,” my ex-boss, Frank, had said once when I told him that my family owned a campground.

He wasn’t exactly wrong. My parents’ trailer didn’t look like much. It was probably 30 feet long with faded stripes—olive green and orange—painted on the sides. There was a double pane sliding glass door at one end and a regular door on the other. The only plus was that the trailer was positioned to face the lake and the rolling mountains in the distance.

An old Dodge pickup truck pulled up behind my car and idled there. The driver tapped their fingers impatiently on the door, and I realized that I was blocking the road.

“Sorry,” I said to the driver with a wave. I got back in the car and guided it onto the campsite, at the end of the deck that ran the length of the trailer. Mandy left the golf cart by the road and went up to the door with a set of keys.

“Your mom called last week and asked me to open the place up. These are her spare keys. Troy took care of the important stuff: full propane tank, pilot light is lit, honey pot is hooked up. He aired it out for a couple of days, because of the heat, but that probably means it’s full of dust now.”

I opened the car door again, got out, and pressed my lips together as my mind reeled. Mandy might as well have been speaking Greek.

“Didn’t your parents tell you that they have a trailer now?” Mandy said.

I thought back to the phone calls with my parents over the past few years. Had they told me? My father knew that I preferred not to chat about the family business. A strong disinterest in running Babbling Brook Campground was the thing we bonded over most.

“It’s your birthright,” my grandmother had said when Dad and I shied away from taking over the business that she had built from nothing. “You should feel privileged to have something so valuable passed down to you.”

Instead, my father and I had felt obligated and pressured to give up on our own dreams. He offered the job to my mother instead, and she relished the opportunity. I escaped to Nashville before she could grow tired of the job. Since then, we generally avoided talking about it. Or, I tuned out when the topic came up in conversation.

“Sure, of course they told me about the campsite,” I said to Mandy with a dismissive wave of my hand, “but that was a while ago. I guess I forgot. Wishful thinking that I could stay at 1600 all summer.”

My parents and I had lived at Babbling Brook from May to September every year until I left town almost eighteen years ago, but we had never actually camped. We stayed with Gran in her two-story house with the big front porch. It faced the lake, had beach access, indoor plumbing, and an enormous eat-in kitchen. I had no experience living in a camping trailer.

When I had agreed to come home and run the campground for the summer—strictly a three-month stay while my mom got treated for her arthritis at a clinic in Boston—I had imagined spending my free time at the big house, not in a 300 square foot box.

Mandy was oblivious to my disillusionment. She brushed dust off the deck chairs and pulled dead leaves from potted plants that had long since dried up. I turned to get a good look at my surroundings.

When most people think of Maine, they picture lighthouses, and waves crashing into rocky cliffs. Or lobster boats. I once met a guy in Tennessee who honestly thought that everyone in Maine caught and sold lobster for a living.

Few visitors to The Pine Tree State took time to explore the rural areas. They missed out on Maine’s crystal clear lakes and the hiking trails that passed through the thick forests.

When I looked around the campground that day, I saw signs of the recent drought that had been plaguing the northeast throughout the winter and spring.

The west field—a big, open recreation area located directly across from my parents’ campsite—clearly hadn’t seen rain in months. It looked more like a sad hay field. It didn’t hold any resemblance to the lush green grass that I remembered from my youth, when I had played Frisbee, softball, and tag there for hours.

Just beyond the field was the sandy beach that ran along the shores of Mirror Lake. I had made mud pies on that beach and learned to swim and water ski with all the other kids at the campground. But the drought had taken a toll on the lake, too. It looked murky. Without the snow melt from the mountains, the water level was the lowest I had ever seen it. It wouldn’t be suitable for swimming any time soon.

“You want me to grab your bags?” Mandy asked as she came down off the deck and reached for the passenger door.

“Wait!” I yelled. But I was too late. She had swung the door open and reached into the car. I poked my head in through the driver’s side and held my breath. Corny, my beagle, was curled up in a ball and trembling like a leaf. He locked eyes with me as if to say, “Do something!”

Poor Corny. He had been approached by dog lovers and small children at every rest stop on the trip from Tennessee to Maine. My new pooch had the most expressive brown eyes, and those floppy ears were just dying to be played with. But Corny had lived a rough life before I had adopted him just a few weeks earlier, and he still wasn’t used to all the well-meaning attention.

By some miracle, Mandy seemed to sense that Corny should be handled with kid gloves. She crouched down outside the car, but she didn’t reach out to touch him.

“Hey there, little guy,” she said in a soft voice, then quickly turned her face towards me with an expression that asked, “Little girl?”

“Boy,” I said with a nod. “His name is Corny.”

“Heeeey,” Mandy continued to coo at the dog, “look at you taking a road trip. Welcome to Babbling Brook Campground.”

Corny turned his head in Mandy’s direction and his nose twitched as he took in her scent. His ears relaxed a little and his full-body quiver subsided.

“He’s had some bad experiences?” Mandy asked me, her gaze still focused on Corny.

“You can’t even imagine,” I said.

A moment of silence hung in the air as we both lovingly regarded my dog.

That’s when the shouting started.
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“Not this again,” Mandy said from her crouch next to Corny. She turned to look towards the beach. “It’s the third time this week and the season has just started.”

Over on the lake shore, two people were having a heated argument. The man—tall and scruffy, like he had emerged from the woods after hibernating for months—held a long metal detector and swung it around while he shouted. The woman looked tiny next to him, but she waved her arms so frantically that it almost made up for her size. Scattered around her on the beach were bright boxes and towels.

Two teenage girls passing by stopped to watch the altercation. I stepped away from the car, ready to make my way down to the beach.

“You know those people?” I asked Mandy.

“Everyone knows Tom and Delilah,” Mandy said with a tone that made me feel like an idiot for asking.

My brain jolted at the name Delilah. “Delilah Danforth? Are they a couple?”

Mandy looked at me as if I had just sprouted another nose. Then she burst out laughing. “A couple? Oh my God, can you imagine?”

Boy, it was hard to get a straight answer out of her.

“Watch Corny,” I called over my shoulder to Mandy as I jogged across the street and into the field.

Delilah and Metal Detector Man yelled over each other, but I deciphered fragments of the argument as I approached them. She called him Tom, said he was a no-good drunk, and reminded him that it was a public beach, so she had as much right to use it as he did. I didn’t hear Tom’s response, but it was enough to make Delilah lean forward and spit at him. Saliva landed squarely on his cheek and splattered all over his shirt.

“Delilah!” I yelled, both out of shock and as an attempt to break up the fight. But Delilah didn’t flinch. She stood her ground and glared at Tom. I lunged across the last few feet and attempted to put myself between them, but Delilah grabbed my wrist and yanked me away.

“Ow!” I said and pulled my wrist free. “What the heck, Dee?”

Delilah let out a frustrated cry and began snatching her things—yoga blocks and mats, I realized when I saw them up close—and throwing them into an enormous L.L. Bean tote bag. “One day, Tom Bosse” she cried, “someone is going to bully you. See how you like it then!”

Delilah swung her head towards me, gave me a nasty glare, then turned and marched down the beach. Sand flew up behind her with every step. I watched her go, then turned towards Tom.

“You the girl from away?” he asked me with a nod of his chin. He was chewing on a toothpick that poked out between his lips.

“Away?” I said. I was short of breath. Was it from the heat or from fear? I  reminded myself to breathe.

“You’re not from here.” It wasn’t a question.

“Oh, no. I’m from here. I just haven’t lived here in a while.”

Tom scowled at me. “Like I said, you’re from away.”

I decided it was best not to argue. “I’m Noelle Cooper. You’re...Tom?”

He pulled the toothpick out of his mouth and pointed it at me while he spoke. “Listen here. I’ve been metal detectin’ on this beach for years. Your grandmother never had any problem with it, an' your mother neither. But this girl’s been takin' up the whole beach every day like she owns the place.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to keep my voice from wavering. “The only people who own the place are the Coopers,” I said. I didn’t know how to tow a camping trailer, but I knew how to throw my family name around. “And Delilah is correct that this beach is open to all campers and paying members of the public.”

“You women always stick together, don’t ya?” Tom said with a shake of his head.

I ignored his comment. “This is a family-friendly campground. I won’t tolerate this type of behavior, and I can’t imagine that my mother ever has, either.”

Tom opened his mouth to speak, but I put up a hand to stop him. “Mandy will catch me up on whatever the problem is, and if necessary, I’ll follow up with y’all. For now, I suggest you and Delilah steer clear of one other.”

“Y’all?” He snorted. “You don’t even talk like a Mainer.”

I kicked myself for letting my Nashville side slip out in front of him. Before I could come up with a quippy comeback, Tom shook his head and walked away, mumbling, “Why do I bother?”

I stood there for a moment to let my heart beat slow to its normal pace. Adrenaline coursed through my veins.

When I finally looked around, the rubberneckers had dispersed. I walked back across the field to my parents’ campsite. Up on the deck, Mandy held Corny’s leash as he walked around and sniffed every surface.

“Wow, how did you manage to get Corny up there?” I asked Mandy when I reached the campsite.

“I told him that I respect his boundaries,” she said with a smile. “I think he understood me.”

She was like a border collie—organized, affectionate, and full of energy. “Well, good job. He doesn’t usually take to people quickly.”

“I’ll take it slow,” she said. “Not like you, though. Your dad was right; you jump right into things.”

It was weird to think that Mandy and I were basically strangers. I had been the first person to hold her on the day she was born seventeen years ago. The next day, I left for my new life in Nashville. What Mandy and I knew about each other came mostly from stories told to us by other people, and the postcards that I exchanged with her mother every month.

“You mean Tom and Delilah?” I said. “My gut said to step in.”

“How did you know what to do?”

“Last year, I sat through six hours of conflict resolution training in a single weekend,” I said.

When my childhood dream of working in the music industry hadn’t panned out, I took a job as a coordinator for corporate seminars. I had meant for it to be a short-term thing—the events were like watching paint dry, and the attendees were just as boring—but it had lasted more than a decade. And then, a week before my parents asked me to come home for the summer, I got fired and lost my crappy apartment. It had taken the entire drive from Tennessee to Maine to convince myself that it was for the best, but I still felt like a failure.

“I’m not sure if I resolved anything,” I told Mandy. “Who is that guy?”

“Tom Bosse,” Mandy said. “He’s been camping here for forever. His campsite is over on The Shadow Side.”

The reference made me smile. It had been ages since I had heard the term The Shadow Side.

When we were little, us kids would dare each other to ride our bikes past the camp office over to the old, shady side of the campground. The temperature was always cooler over there, and it was always muddy because the sun hardly broke through the trees. We assumed that anyone who liked to camp in those conditions must be creepy and weird. Tom didn't do much to disprove this theory.

“He can be rude,” Mandy continued, “but my mom says that Tom’s bark is bigger than his bite.”

I didn’t say so, but Tom seemed pretty threatening to me.

“And I guess you know Delilah?” Mandy asked.

I sighed. “I knew Delilah when we were kids. I haven’t seen her in years.” Not that I minded. Delilah had always been a thorn in my side. “What's the problem between them, anyway? Why are they fighting over beach space? There’s hardly anyone else down there.”

“Delilah is planning to open a yoga studio up in town soon. She’s been trying to spread the word, so earlier this week she started setting up mats on the beach and inviting people to come join her.”

“It sounds like she’s trying to run her business out of the campground until she opens the studio,” I said. “Do you know if she asked my mom for permission?”

“No idea,” Mandy said, “but Tom’s upset that Delilah is taking up space where he wants to metal detect.”

“That was a pretty nasty argument over twenty square feet of beach,” I said. 

Mandy laughed. “Oh, people here get upset about all sorts of trivial things. Tom has been trying for years to metal detect anywhere he wants in the campground, but your mom only lets him use the beach. It’s an ongoing saga. Pretty stupid if you ask me, but also like, the only exciting thing that ever happens here.”

A loud beep cut through the air and Mandy reached into the pocket of her shorts. She pulled out a palm-sized walkie-talkie, pressed a button, and put it up to her mouth. “Go ahead, Troy.”

“Got a trailer coming down the access road,” a voice said. I looked at my watch. Five thirty on a Friday and campers were rolling in for the weekend.

“We'll be there in a sec,” Mandy answered. She turned to me. “I left Troy in charge of the office for a few minutes, but he has no idea how to check in a reservation. You want to come with me?”

The idea of working at the campground still made me a little nauseous, even all these years later. What had I been thinking when I agreed to do it for the next three months? I hoped I wouldn’t come to regret it.

“Let's go,” I said to Mandy and Corny, with more determination than I felt.
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The little shack that served as the campground office held only one thing of interest for me when I was a child: ice cream. I ate so many Drumstick cones and frozen strawberry shortcake bars in my childhood that my mother wondered how my bathing suits still fit me by the end of August each year. 

Mandy and I stepped inside the office, and my breath caught in my chest. It was as if everything had been preserved since my last visit, like a jar of pickles that stays good for years.

The screen door still slammed with a clatter no matter how much you tried to ease it closed. It scared poor Corny half to death, and he skittered into the corner behind the long chest freezer. Mandy grabbed a beach towel from a shelf and made a little bed for him.

The original floorboards—that must have been at least fifty years old—were as dry and cracked as they ever were. It was a wonder no one had fallen through them. Behind the desk, safety notices and informational flyers covered the walls, several so old and worn that they curled up at the corners.

The rest of the space was lined with shelves. They held penny candy and chocolate bars, hamburger and hot dog buns, potato chips and marshmallows. A cooler of drinks stood by where Corny hid.

A tall, fresh-faced guy leaped up from behind the two tables that formed an L-shaped desk. “Noelle!” he exclaimed, as if we were old friends. He came around the side of the desk and embraced me in a bear hug.

Had we met before? No, that was impossible. He looked to be about twenty-two, which meant he would have been four years old when I had moved to Nashville.

Mandy burst out laughing and made introductions. “Noelle, meet Troy Kerney. He's in charge of grounds and maintenance, and has been dying for you to arrive. Troy, she just met you, maybe try a handshake?”

Troy unwrapped me from his long arms and took a step back. He smiled at me like I'd told him he'd won the lottery.

“Hi Troy, it’s nice to meet you,” I said with a laugh.

“It's so nice to finally meet you.” His drew his words out in that way surfer dudes speak. He tucked his floppy blond hair behind his ear. “I'm sort of a hugger. Sorry if I freaked you out.” 

“I don't mind, actually. Thanks for the warm welcome.”

“I feel like I already know you,” he said and put a hand over his heart. “Any member of the Cooper family is a friend of mine.” 

The screen door swung open and a man in his forties held it open as two children stumbled into the office. The kids made a beeline for the candy shelf, proof that this wasn't their first time visiting Babbling Brook.

The office was about the size of my childhood bedroom, and it felt cramped with so many people in it. Troy took note and sidestepped towards the door to let Mandy through to the desk. “I'll go back to hanging flyers,” he said. “Noelle, your walkie is by the phone. If you need me, give a holler.”

The door slammed behind Troy and the man stepped up to the desk. “I'm Bruce Cornish. My family has a reservation for the week, and we were told the site would be available early.”

Mandy opened a notebook and searched for his name. “Got you right here, Bruce. You'll be on Beachfront number 3, the same campsite you had last year. Looks like you prepaid the entire amount, so you're all set.”

Mandy handed Mr. Cornish a few pieces of paper and a bright yellow tag to hang from his rearview mirror. “Be sure to hang this in your vehicle so the campground staff know that you're all paid up and official.”

The Cornish kids—a girl and boy who looked like they could be twins—threw themselves at their father's legs. “Daddy, you said we could pick anything we want, and I want chocolate,” the girl said, a Twix bar held tight in her hand.

The phone rang and Mandy glanced my way. I nodded and reached for it. That phone had been hanging in the same spot on the wall since the 1970s. My grandmother and my mother had answered it thousands of times before me.

“Babbling Brook Campground, Noelle speaking.”

Silence met me on the other end of the line. “Hello?” I said. Another second or two passed before someone cleared their throat.

“Noelle...it's Emmitt.”

I froze. My hand tightened around the phone and I felt my ear turn hot. I stared out the window at Bruce Cornish's pickup truck and the giant fifth wheel trailer attached to it. Bruce's wife sat in the truck with a large black lab in her lap, its head hanging out the window.

“Are you there?” the voice on the phone asked.

“Yup,” I answered, a little too quickly, a little too short. The knot in my stomach was back.

“I’m calling for Troy. About tonight.”

“Tonight?” Apparently, I could only muster one-word answers.

“He's doing a fire patrol for me tonight,” Emmitt said.

“Who?”

“Troy,” Emmitt answered in an annoyed tone.

“Oh, right.” I paused, then said, “What’s a fire patrol?”

Mandy overheard me and held out a piece of paper. I took it from her and scanned the text. The flyer was from the Maine Game Warden's office and warned of the high risk of forest fire due to the drought conditions. It explicitly forbade campfires, sparklers, and the use of lighter fluid when grilling, until further notice.

I frowned at the paper. First no swimming in the lake and now no campfires? It surprised me that campers weren’t cancelling their reservations left and right. To make matters worse, a heat wave had arrived just in time for Memorial Day and was predicted to last for the next ten days. “Stay hydrated and wear light colors,” they kept repeating every half hour on the local rock station.

“I have to patrol over at the state park tonight,” Emmitt said. “Troy volunteered to make the rounds at Babbling Brook to look for campfires. I need him to make sure the campers understand the fire risks and how to avoid them.”

I nodded my head, even though Emmitt couldn't see me.

“I'm sending JJ down to help him, if that's okay with you,” Emmitt continued.

“JJ...Reynolds?” I asked.

“Yeah. I love Troy, but I'm afraid he's too nice for his own good. I want it made clear to every camper that we won't tolerate even a single spark. I think they might take JJ a little more seriously.”

“Sure, that's fine,” I said.

There was a long pause. Was he expecting me to say something else?

“Okay,” Emmitt said, “so Troy or JJ should call me with any problems.”

“I'm sure we'll be fine. I actually know a thing or two about fire prevention,” I said, a little more cocky than I had meant to sound.

It was mostly true. I had organized the Tennessee State Association of Firefighters Annual Meeting for four years in a row. I had also dated a Sergeant for eight months. That was three years ago—and my last real relationship—but still, it should count for something.

“Thanks for calling,” I said to Emmitt. I leaned over, ready to hang up the phone, but he stopped me.

“One more thing. We need to cancel the bonfire for next Saturday.”

“What? Why?”

“Because of the dry conditions,” he said in the same tone that Mandy had used with me earlier. Did everyone think that my brain had gone soft while I’d been away?

I opened my mouth to protest, but he beat me to the punch. “If the campers can’t have small campfires, you definitely can’t throw a huge bonfire. Remember, not a single spark.”

Out the window, Bruce Cornish and his kids—each with a candy bar in hand—were climbing back into their truck. Their enormous trailer bounced along the dirt road and created a swirl of dust as they drove towards the beachfront campsites.

Mandy had stepped out of the office and was over at the campsite across the road. A woman my mother’s age—dressed in head-to-toe pink—chatted with her as Mandy pulled books from a little free library that was shaped like a camping trailer.

“Emmitt, the bonfire is an annual event.” My tone was shrill and whiny, and I winced with embarrassment. “It’s Babbling Brook’s signature event. People come from all over the region for it, they look forward to it all year long.”

The truth was, I had been looking forward to the bonfire for the last week and a half. It had always been my favorite event of the season, and I longed for something familiar and cozy after losing my apartment and my job.

Emmitt responded in a condescending tone. “Noelle, people around here care more about protecting wildlife and nature. If they have to sacrifice a few traditions to do that, they will. It’s not like in the big city where all people care about is their personal property.”

I pulled the receiver from my ear and looked at it with wide eyes. How dare he?

I put the phone back to my ear and said, “I understand the importance of fire safety, Emmitt, but I think cancelling the entire event is extreme. What if we work something out with the local fire department? Hire a truck and some firefighters for a few hours?”

“That’s not how it works, Noelle.” I could hear a low growl in his voice. Mandy came back into the office and plopped down at the desk.

“We’ll see,” I said to Emmitt. “Look, I have to go, Mandy needs me.” I dropped the receiver onto the cradle before he could argue, then I let out a long breath.

“What did Emmitt have to say?” Mandy asked. She pressed a highlighter to the reservation book, unaware that I had just hung up on my messy past.

“He's sending JJ Reynolds down to help Troy with the fire patrol tonight.” 

“Oh, that's smart. JJ is the perfect bad cop to Troy's good cop,” Mandy said.

“How long has Emmitt Lavoie been the local game warden?” My parents had probably told me this, too, but I had blocked it out.

“Three or four years. He's great. Folks around here love having a local guy working the region. The old game warden rubbed everyone the wrong way.”

That was no surprise. Emmitt had been born likeable. He managed to avoid the awkward teen years and went right into being a ‘respectable young man’, as my father had dubbed him. I’d bet money that my parents still had him over for dinner  on the regular.

“Do you see much of him?” I asked. “Like, does he come around here often?”

“About once a week,” Mandy said. “He’s usually on the lake. He makes sure that every boat has enough life jackets or he checks for fishing licenses. Those kinds of things. That won’t be a problem this summer unless we get some rain. He said he’ll come by every couple of days to make sure the campers are following the new fire safety rules.”

“Doesn’t the forest service handle that kind of thing?”

“They do, but they've been short-staffed for years. The game wardens play double duty most of the time.”

My head nodded involuntarily. “Good to know.”

“Will that be awkward for you?” Mandy asked. “I mean, I know that you two dated and had a bad breakup.”

So, she did know. I felt heat rising on my neck and could feel the red splotches appearing on my fair skin.

Mandy gave me a sheepish look and spoke fast. “I read your old postcards to my mom a few years ago. I didn’t mean to—no, that’s not true. I did. They were so dramatic. But I was younger then, and I didn’t realize that it was an invasion of privacy. Sorry.”

Those first few months after I left town, every postcard I wrote to Mandy’s mother was about Emmitt’s refusal to take my calls or answer my letters. He had been mad at me for leaving, and we had never patched things up.

I waved a hand at Mandy. “Don’t worry about it.”

“So, you’re looking forward to seeing him?” she prodded.

Well, I wouldn’t go that far. “Sure,” I said, “why not? That was a long time ago. Emmitt and I were kids back then, we’re different people now. It’s water under the bridge.”

“Great,” Mandy said with the innocence of a girl who hadn’t yet made any enemies in life. “Now, let’s review the basic info you need to know for tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning?”

“To open the office,” Mandy explained. “You’ll work mornings, and I’ll work afternoons. You and Troy are on call during the nighttime hours, in case of any urgent needs from the campers.”

We spent the next hour reviewing the ins and outs of the well-oiled machine that was Babbling Brook Campground. Mandy had worked alongside my mother for the past three summers and knew every process and procedure like the back of her hand. If she wasn’t only seventeen, she could run the place on her own.

She showed me how to check in a reservation and take payments. “Cash and checks only, unless they had paid in advance online.” 

There were thirty-five weekly campsites with new campers coming and going throughout the summer. The other 150 sites—like the one my parents parked their trailer on—were the seasonal sites that were reserved year-round by the same longtime customers. More than half of the seasonal campers lived in the area but liked having beach and water access during the summer.

“The weeklies keep us busy on Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays,” Mandy explained. “They require check-in and check-out, a review of the rules, and directions on the water hook-up for each campsite.” She handed me a flyer that covered all the pertinent information.

Compared to a large corporate event in Nashville, Babbling Brook was small potatoes. But I didn’t tell Mandy that.

“If you’re ever in a pinch for someone to cover the desk, you can lock up, or ask Claire to keep an eye on things for you,” she said.

“Claire?”

“Claire Blais, across the street.” Mandy pointed to the campsite where I had seen her earlier. “She’s a sweet woman—maybe a little extra for this place, though—and she’s the biggest gossip in town. If you need to know the comings and goings of someone, who hasn’t paid the entrance fee, or who’s driving too fast, ask Claire.”

“Noted,” I said and stifled a yawn. It was only seven-thirty, but Corny and I had been on the road for more than half the day.

“I think you're set for the morning,” Mandy said. “Go get settled and have something to eat. There's food in your fridge.”

Delicious provisions provided by her mother, no doubt. I got up and Corny came to join me at my side.

“Don't forget these,” Mandy said. She handed me a wad of small papers and the walkie-talkie that Troy had left on the shelf by the phone.

“Y’all still use these?” I said as I turned the walkie-talkie over in my hand.

Mandy’s face lit up. “I can’t believe you actually say ‘y’all!’”

I narrowed my eyes at her playfully. “The walkies?”

“We have to. We get zero cell phone reception in the campground, and it’s spotty in town, too. Your mom has a landline in her trailer, and there’s the one in here, but the walkies are the best way to reach me or Troy.”

Mandy showed me the channel to keep the device tuned to and which button to press to talk. I jumped when a loud chirp came out of it.

She laughed. “You’ll get used to the beeps and the static.”

“And these?” I asked, holding up the slips of paper.

She smirked. “Messages. That’s what your mom and I call them. They’re a bunch of requests and complaints from campers.”

“The season started two weeks ago,” I said in disbelief. Mandy shrugged. We locked up the office together, and she got in her car to drive home.

Corny and I walked back to my parents’ campsite, the scents of hamburgers on the grill tickling our noses. An ancient looking man rocked in a camp chair at the trailer next door to my parents. “Hot ‘nuff for ya?” he called. I smiled and waved, assuming it was a hypothetical question.

I grabbed my overnight bag and a bin of Corny's essentials from the car, then fished out my mother's spare keys and let myself into the trailer. Corny wasted no time sniffing every nook and cranny while I locked the door and slid the vertical blinds over the glass for privacy.

I was too tired to explore the trailer or unpack my clothes. I filled Corny's food and water dishes, kicked off my sneakers, and sat on the couch. I put my head back and closed my eyes, listening to the sound of Corny's nails as he clicked over to the food dish and began to eat. 

The next thing I knew, it was dark outside, and it sounded like someone was trying to break through the trailer door.
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