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Dedication

This book is for all my shabby friends. I love you all. You’re my tribe.
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Chapter One

A Shabby Start

“Hey! Have you called the all-clear yet?” a scrappy female voice whispered like a freight train from the nearby open window. I didn’t have to look. I knew who it was. 

“Why are you whispering from the window, Aunt Mavis? The front door is wide open.” I shuffled the paperwork around and tossed a few pages in a manila folder. I wasn’t as irritated as I pretended to be. I liked having Aunt Mavis around, even if she wasn’t quite all there. I scribbled the name Broussard on the file folder tab and cringed. My handwriting was horrible, and there was no guarantee I would be able to read it when I reached for the file again. This idea of mine to get the family business organized was for the birds. I hated this part of my job, and no amount of fancying that up was going to change it. 

Give me yard work any day of the week. Paperwork sucks. How ironic, considering I’m a business school graduate. Aren’t I supposed to adore all types of paper-shuffling?

“What about the all-clear?” 

Feeling generous, I glanced around my office and announced, “All clear, Private. Come on inside.” Now that I caught a good glimpse of her, I tried not to laugh at the ridiculous sight. My great-aunt sported full combat gear today, complete with an oversized camouflage jacket, a boonie hat, and a painted face. Her white curls poking out from either side of her military jungle hat made her appear even sillier. 

“Roger that,” she answered, disappearing and reappearing on my front porch. The screen door slammed behind her as she took the seat opposite me. 

Man, she was fast for a seventy-year-old. That water-skiing accident might have smacked her brain around, but she was as physically fit as I was. 

“I hope you aren’t going to let that woman live here, Arcadia Shabeaux. She would ruin our entire operation. She’d gum up the works, so to speak. Rumor has it,” she said as she dropped her voice and leaned across the desk, “that woman is a spy, you know.” She slapped the desk once to emphasize her opinion as she continued to stare me down. 

I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry. “I assume you’re talking about Rita Broussard? You might as well get used to seeing her face around here. Ms. Broussard is Shabby Hearts’ newest resident, so yes, she’s in. In case you haven’t noticed, we’re not exactly the Ritz-Carlton, Aunt Mavis. Rita’s check cleared, and we need all the paying tenants we can scrounge up.”

Mavis pursed her precisely painted red lips. She obviously didn’t approve of my decision. I sighed and met her steely gaze with one of my own. “Rita has a good casino job and great credit.” 

“And three dead husbands. If you ask me, that woman is a black widow and a spy. Those Russians can whip up good credentials just like that.” Mavis snapped her fingers, plopped down in the chair, and leaned back with a deflated sputter of her lips. 

I smiled and did my best to lighten her mood. “She’s not Mata Hari, Aunt Mavis. And you’ve known Rita all your life, remember? She’s not a Russian. She’s as homegrown Louisiana as we are. I think you are making a mountain out of a molehill.” 

“You should listen to me on this, Arcadia Marie. I know a spy when I see one.” 

Okay, this must have been placebo day because she was using both my first and middle names. If I wanted to move this conversation along, I’d have to play her game. 

“Fine.” I put the pen down and looked her square in the face. “Who told you Rita Broussard was a spy? I need proof, please.”

Mavis narrowed her eyes. “I won’t identify my informants, not even if you torture me.” She sat up in the pleather chair and popped the top on a can of Coke she pulled from somewhere. 

With a smirk, I said, “I don’t think it will come to that. I’ll keep an eye out, but I don’t believe we have anything to worry about. And since when did the military put stock in snitches, Aunt Mavis? You need actual proof before you can accuse someone of being a spy.”

“Don’t get smart with me. Nobody likes a smartass, Arcadia. You know, you weren’t this mouthy before you hooked up with that Dubois fella. I blame this attitude on him. I didn’t raise you to be a sass-mouth.” 

“Yeah, you did.” I shook my head as I tossed the file into the filing cabinet and closed the drawer.

“Speaking of that two-timer, you hear anything from Armand lately? He still hanging out with Kitty?” 

I flinched at hearing his name spoken out loud, especially in reference to my cousin. My backstabbing, betraying cousin. I had spent the last several months trying to forget about the both of them, which had proven harder than I expected. Some small part of me wanted a little revenge, but I dismissed the idea quickly. I wouldn’t kiss Armand Dubois’ cousin with Aunt Mavis’ lips, much less mine. 

“No, and if you’ll excuse me, I do have work to do, General.” 

She smiled at the title I assigned her. My change in subject worked. “Don’t rub it in. I know it’s shameful I’m still a private. Can you believe I’m this old and still a private? Well, I’ve got a mission in mind that will put me on the bigwigs’ radar. It’s a doozy.”

That was worrisome. “Aunt Mavis—”

“Nope. Can’t tell you nothing else, but you remember what I told you. That Broussard lady isn’t to be trusted with anything important. Not even a mailbox key, if you can help it. And she’s not the only suspicious character living here.” 

I didn’t ask for further details. I knew she was referring to Duval Lorette. He was Shabby Hearts’ official curmudgeon, and he and Aunt Mavis had tied up more than once in recent weeks. But then again, who hadn’t tied up with Duval? No need to mention that now. My confused aunt was already stirred up this morning. “I’ll keep that in mind, Aunt Mavis. Thanks for the heads-up.” 

“Always glad to pass on whatever intelligence I can to my favorite niece.”

“Thank you,” I said with a laugh as I arranged the rest of the paperwork into a kind of neat pile on my flimsy desk. I’d deal with it later, maybe tomorrow or next week. I had too much to do outside. Shabby Hearts Trailer Park and Campground needed some love and a whole lot of repairs, and I only had a few weeks to get it all done. I had potholes to fill, a garden to prepare, trailers that needed power-washing, and grass that needed cutting. What I needed was a twin. Or a few volunteers. 

Maybe I could drum up some help with all this. Wonder what Tiffany and Esme are up to? 

“You coming to the crawfish boil this afternoon? I’m sure Gus expects you. Everyone here at Shabby Hearts will be there.”

“Anything I should know about? It’s not your birthday yet.” She pushed her hat up to scratch her head thoughtfully.

“No, it’s not my birthday, but Gus thought it would be nice to have a get-together before the tourist season begins.” I was exaggerating, of course. Despite my attempt at positivity, the truth was nobody was knocking down the door to book a spot here, even after I nearly broke the bank on a horrible, low-budget radio commercial. But I had to give it a shot. What did we have to lose? 

The trailer park ran year-round, but the campground was only open seasonally. We had twelve fire pits, ten RV hookups, and a wonderful view of Lake Dennis. Plus, we were a bona fide Bigfoot hotspot, at least according to the locals. Five years ago, this place was always busy, but then Uncle Ray Gene died. Aunt Mavis did her best to keep things going, but as wonderful as she was, she was no businesswoman. To be fair, she’d done a decent job until she tumbled head over feet last year on a water-skiing dare. Now the future of the Shabeaux fortune, such as it was, rested on my shoulders. 

No pressure at all.

“It’s tempting, but I’m enlisted now. Can’t spare the time, Arcadia. I’m working up the details of my new operation. Over and out.” She took a big slug of her soda, belched, and waved before she walked outside. 

This would be my first year running Shabby Hearts all by myself. True, some of the trailers needed major repairs, and the campground needed some tending to, but I felt sure I was up to the challenge. Our property butted up against Lake Dennis, which was pristine but smaller than nearby Lake Camberleigh. Camberleigh was the preferred destination because it had more amenities, including a tour boat everyone knew was a floating illegal-as-heck casino. Of course, the sheriff’s nephew Lloyd owned it, so nothing was ever done about it. 

Despite the obstacles, I would make Shabby Hearts a success come hell or high water, and I wouldn’t have to break the rules to do it. A girl could go a long way with a business degree, not to mention a pair of high heels, blue jeans, and a collection of tank tops, my preferred uniform. Unless I was working in the yard, in which case my uniform was shorts, a tank, and flip-flops, which I needed to change into now. Maybe I could get some grass cut before the crawfish boil. I really needed to focus on getting some of this yard work done. With Aunt Mavis running around like Rambo, Gus Hornsby and his sons trying to catch Bigfoot every weekend, and my cousin Tiffany’s ever-growing cat colony, it was becoming more challenging each day. 

I closed the windows and tried for the tenth time to record a decent business voicemail. I couldn’t afford to miss any phone inquiries. After five minutes, I felt like I had at least a small win. I grabbed my purse and locked the filing cabinet. I smiled as I said goodbye to the end of my first week as the new manager of Shabby Hearts. Uncle Ray Gene would be proud, and so would Aunt Mavis if she knew what the heck was going on in the real world. At least I still had her with me. Sort of. 

Today was the last day of January, and it was already warm outside. My stomach rumbled in anticipation of the tasty meal Gus would kindly prepare for our Shabby Hearts family. I just hoped Armand didn’t stop by. 

I don’t have time for that cheating so-and-so. I can’t believe I wasted a whole year of my life on that loser. 

If we hadn’t been so good together behind closed doors, we wouldn’t have made it past the first month. He had a big mouth and even bigger arms. I’d believed he had a big heart too, but I’d gotten that wrong. Completely. I sighed, thinking about the whole situation. Maybe I should forgive and forget. He’d apologized about a hundred times since I busted him. 

Nope. I just couldn’t do it. I couldn’t act like nothing had happened. It’s not like he wiped his mouth on his t-shirt or took my parking spot, as he had a habit of doing. Yeah, I missed him—or really, just missed having someone around—but not enough to sacrifice my dignity and good sense. Not twice. 

Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, and you might get cut. Nope. He isn’t worth jail time. 

I flipped off the lights and locked the door behind me. The sun would be going down soon, and even though we were in the sticks, the place had an exciting vibe this evening—almost a hum. Without much more thought, I headed home to shed my business attire, pull up my hair, and get ready to cut the grass out by the road. That was where it grew the thickest, and a good first impression was crucial for our humble park. Ten minutes later, I was sliding the key into the riding lawn mower, and after a bit of coaxing, I managed to get it going. As I made the first pass through the thick grass, I smiled. It felt good to make some sort of progress.

Yeah, I could do this. With some hard work and elbow grease, I could make this work. After about an hour of riding back and forth, I managed to tame that strip of grass. I eased on home to take a shower and get ready for some good food. 

This was a great way to start our year. Things were turning around. I could just feel it!

I should have known better. 

Chapter Two

Shabby Comes A-Calling

“Hey, Arcadia. You got trouble out here.” My cousin and friend Tiffany Forrester poked her head in my trailer and pushed her glasses up on her head. Dressed for work at the only seafood place on this side of Lake Dennis, Captain Cajun’s Seafood Shack, Tiff wore a short blue jean skirt, a dark blue tank top, and dangling gold earrings. Hey, I recognize those. 

“Is it Mavis?” I asked, fearing the worst as I headed to the front door, rubbing my wet hair with a towel. “Tell me it’s not her.” 

“Nope. It’s a repo truck, and not one I’ve seen before. He’s out here in your driveway.” Tiffany twisted her blonde hair around her fingers like she always did when she was worried about something.

“My driveway? Why would he be at my house?” Call me perplexed. Obviously, this guy was lost. Sure enough, there was a repo truck in my driveway, and the joker was backing up as if he had every intention of hauling my Toyota off. But I didn’t owe anyone a dime for it. That Camry was paid for. Was this some kind of scam job?

“Hey! What are y’all doing?” I tossed the towel on the porch railing and hoofed it down the stairs. I didn’t recognize the pair of repo men, and I thought I knew all of those guys. 

“What’s it look like I’m doing, sweetheart? I’m taking this car.” A gap-toothed driver grinned at me. His sweaty ball cap looked like a stretched sausage casing pulled over his fat head.

“I highly doubt that. I think you’re at the wrong address, mister.” I scrambled across the gravel to confront the confused tow truck guy. 

“Nope. Don’t think so,” he said as he continued backing up his truck. This situation had sketchy written all over it, and believe me, I knew sketchy. 

“Yep, I do think so. I’m the manager here. Give me the work order.” I strolled right up to the open window of his dusty truck and put my hand out. I knew my rights. How many repos had I witnessed here at Shabby Hearts? At least a dozen, certainly enough to know how this worked. 

“Nice to meet you, Miss Manager. My name is Jimbo. If you ask me nicely, maybe I will let you take a peek.” Was this guy trying to flirt with me? What the heck was his problem? “Otherwise, I’m going to have to ask you to step out of the way. I’m here to repossess a vehicle belonging to Arcadia Shabeaux, and—” 

“Don’t finish that sentence. Give me the paperwork,” I warned as I snapped my fingers and held my hand out for the clipboard.

“You’ve got it right. That’s Arcadia Shabeaux!” a voice yelled from the crowd. I didn’t have to look. It was my number one fan, Duval Lorette. 

With a grunt, the driver dug in his paperwork pile and handed the clipboard to me. He then reached for his radio. “Be advised, Dispatch. I’m at the address. Lowering the boom.”

“You ain’t lowering nothing, Jimbo! You have the wrong vehicle, and I have never heard of Lucky Clover Towing Service. You people obviously have your wires crossed.” I flipped through the paperwork. Sure enough, my name was on it, along with my car’s make, model and license plate number, but I’d never heard of the Diamond Finance Company, much less had any dealings with them. 

“Should I call the sheriff, Arcadia?” Tiffany stood beside me, cracking her gum, her hands on her hips like she was ready for a fight. I didn’t answer her. 

“Everything is in order. We don’t make rookie mistakes. You may have never seen us around here before, but we’ve been running tows in Baton Rouge for four years. And now we serve the Lake Dennis community too.” 

“Does this look like Baton Rouge to you?” Tiffany barked at him. A crowd was gathering around my house. 

He sneered at his surroundings but wisely didn’t say a word about what he thought of the place. “If you wouldn’t mind, ladies, I’d like to finish this job and go home for my supper.” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Aunt Mavis. She sent me some crazy hand signal, which I interpreted as “Keep ’em busy.” 

I stepped closer to his window to attempt to block his view, and Tiffany walked around to the other side. The other tow guy didn’t make a secret of the fact that he thought my cousin was attractive. He had a grin on his face a mile wide. I rolled my eyes. “I do mind. My vehicle isn’t up for repossession.” In my peripheral vision, I saw Aunt Mavis slide into my car and shut the door. 

“Ma’am, don’t make trouble. I’m just doing my job.” He tugged at his grungy-looking hat and frowned at me. That didn’t bother me one bit. I wasn’t afraid of his disapproval. This was my car we were talking about. 

“Somebody is pulling your chain, Jimbo. This ain’t possible because I don’t have a loan out on my car.” 

He lowered his tow arm and tried to ignore me. His skinny partner said something rude to Tiff, got out of the truck and headed to the back like he was going to hook the car up. 

“Where are you going? Don’t even think about it,” I yelled at him. Aunt Mavis locked the doors of the car and grinned at him.

“Look, here is my card. If you contact your finance company...” Jimbo said in a faux-patient voice. “Ah, hell. When did that old lady get in there? Phil, you’re supposed to keep an eye out.” 

Aunt Mavis laid on the horn, and that was a siren’s call for the residents of Shabby Hearts. Someone must have called the sheriff because his car pulled into the long drive, and a few seconds later, he was lumbering in my direction. Sheriff Leroy Thibodeaux didn’t care for the Shabeauxs too much—some leftover turmoil from him and Uncle Ray Gene—but I had to admit I was glad to see him. Maybe just this once, he would be the voice of reason.

“Great, just great,” Jimbo griped as he waved his arms at me. “Tell your grandmother to get out of the car, ma’am.” He was all politeness now. What a jerk. 

“She’s not my grandmother, and I don’t have to tell her anything. You stay right there, Aunt Mavis!” She responded with a double thumbs-up. 

Gus and his younger son Jed sat on the hood of my Camry with their arms crossed. Tiffany leaned on the rear bumper with her cat Felix in her arms, and several other residents hung around the scene, giving the tow guys threatening glances. If I weren’t so ticked off, I’d be moved by the show of solidarity.

“What’s going on here, Arcadia?” Sheriff Thibodeaux strolled up with an amused look on his face. It was rare to see the sheriff nowadays. He was close to retirement now and didn’t like coming out here in the first place.

“This guy claims he’s here to repo my car, but I don’t have a loan out, Sheriff. I don’t owe any money. I think he must be some sort of scam artist.” 

Jimbo sputtered, “That’s bull—”

“Watch your language, young man,” the sheriff warned him. “What about a title loan or a payday loan? I know things have been tough for you, Arcadia.”

My face reddened at the sheriff’s implication. “Not that tough, Sheriff. I would never put myself in hock. This isn’t right.” 

The older man surveyed the surrounding crowd, and I could tell he’d decided to get to the bottom of whatever was going on. He couldn’t ignore this one. Sheriff Thibodeaux pulled his brown hat down over his eyes a bit and strutted over to the driver. “You have your credentials, son?”

“Look, all I want to do is my job. This repo is legit. I’m no scammer.” Jimbo shuffled back to his truck and retrieved the clipboard. Handing it to the sheriff, he said, “It’s illegal for that old lady to climb into a car that’s being towed. She needs to step out of the vehicle.”

“I don’t need you to tell me the law, mister.” Sheriff Thibodeaux looked through the paperwork and pointed at one spot. “Who is this Diamond Finance Company? Never heard of them. You got a number for them so I can verify this work order?” 

Jimbo rubbed his forehead and rolled his eyes. “Is that necessary?” When he could see Sheriff Thibodeaux wasn’t budging, he scribbled the number down, and the sheriff immediately dialed it. I glanced back at Mavis, who was giving Phil the finger. Jimbo’s skinny sidekick was still trying to open the door. 

“Leave her alone! And if you break my door handle, you’ll buy me a new one,” I promised him. He gave up and climbed back in the truck.

“Nobody is answering at this number, sir. Don’t you think that’s a bit unusual? Have you ever done work for the Diamond Finance Company before?” 

“No, but their check cleared. I was paid to do this job, and I plan on doing it.”

Thibodeaux stood about a foot over the guy. With a cold grin, he said, “Today’s not your lucky day, I’m afraid. I’ve never heard of this finance company or you. I think you need to come to the station and talk to me a little more. It is common courtesy for a reputable tow company to introduce themselves to local law enforcement before they begin working around these parts.” 

Jimbo rubbed his sweaty forehead, and his heavy brows furrowed. “That’s not how they do things in Baton Rouge, Sheriff. No offense to you and the residents of Powder Keg.” Calling us Powder Keg was a slur. Powder Keg, Louisiana, was a nearby prison town. 

The sheriff smiled pleasantly, a sure sign that Jimbo wasn’t leaving with my car. I quietly breathed a sigh of relief. “Nevertheless, you’ll have to come to my office before you can carry out repossessions in my parish. It won’t be today, though. I’m working on a case. I’ll be there in the morning, eight o’clock sharp.” And that was that. 

Huffing and sweating, Jimbo climbed back into his green tow truck and headed out of the trailer park. A few of the residents shot him catcalls and boos as he rolled away. “Aunt Mavis, you can come out now,” I said. 

“Thank God. It’s hot as Hades in that car.” She flapped her camo jacket and saluted the sheriff before heading home. 

I put out my hand to him as a peace offering, at least a temporary one. “I’m glad to see you, Sheriff. I thought for sure I’d be losing my vehicle. I don’t understand it, though. I don’t have a loan out.”

“That may be true, but it’s possible someone else does. It’s called identity theft, Arcadia. You better follow up on this, as I plan to do with this Lucky Clover outfit.” 

“I will. Thanks for coming, by the way. That was fast. I mean, they just got here.” 

“No offense, but I wasn’t here for you. I’ve gotten a half-dozen calls about the bait shop being closed. Gus went to pick up his crawfish order, and the place was locked. You know anything about it?” Of course, he would suspect a member of the Shabeaux family. 

Shaking my head, I said, “That is weird. I’ve never known the Happy Hooker to be closed a day in my life. I hope Pierre is okay.”

“I’m headed over there to find out what’s going on.” 

I eyeballed my car and didn’t see any damage. “Mind if I tag along?”

“Hop in.” 

As the crowd dispersed, we drove out of the trailer park and onto the dirt road that ran beside the campground. One day soon, we’d have to pave it. There were too many potholes now, and the road tended to flood when it rained. Not good for business. Or your car. 

“Hey, there’s Gus.” 

The middle-aged man met us on the porch of the Happy Hooker. He wore his usual uniform: overall shorts, no shirt, and Budweiser flip-flops. He was right, the OPEN sign wasn’t lit up, and neither were any of the other neon signs. It gave me the chills seeing the place so dead. 

“I done knocked a dozen times, but he ain’t answering. I tried the back door too.” 

Sheriff Thibodeaux knocked on the door and pressed his face against the glass. We waited around, but nobody came. I followed him as he tried again at the back door but got no better results.

“Let me get this straight, Gus. You placed an order for crawfish, to pick them up here today, and Pierre knew this. I mean, you did have an appointment?”

“Yessir, Sheriff, I did. I really did. I asked for forty pounds, and he said he could do it. I brought my cooler and everything. Something isn’t right here. It’s just not right. What if Pierre is laying in there dead?” 

“Don’t assume the worst, Gus. Maybe he took the day off, or you got the days mixed up.” The sheriff removed his hat and peeked through the grimy window. 

“I don’t think so, Sheriff. I think he’s dead,” Gus said sadly. 

Sheriff Thibodeaux wasn’t as worried as Gus, but I could tell by the narrowing of his brown eyes that he was concerned. Even he had to admit this whole situation was a bit unusual. “I’ll have to force the door open to get inside.” 

“No, you won’t. Just use the key. It’s under the frog statue,” I told him. 

He shook his head in disbelief. “How many people knew this key was here?” 

Gus and I glanced at one another, shrugged, and said in unison, “Everybody.” 

The sheriff shook his head again and retrieved the key. “You two stay out here, just in case.”

“In case what?” I asked him. 

“In case he’s dead,” Gus answered me. “Then they gotta bring in those CSU people. You know, like on television. They use lasers to trace the bullets.” 

I rolled my eyes and ignored the sudden chill I felt. “He’s not dead, Gus. He’s probably forgotten your order or something.” 

Of course, neither of us stayed on the porch. The sheriff disappeared behind the counter, flipped on lights, and hollered out for Pierre. We searched the front of the shop, but there was no sign of Pierre Ledbetter anywhere. Gus and I took the search outside. He was looking for evidence of murder, but I had more practical things on my mind. 

“Hey, his truck is gone. I can’t remember the last time he cranked that old Ford up. Hey, Sheriff, come see!” 

Ten minutes later, we were all sitting on the porch, talking about the possibilities. “I don’t think we have a missing-person case here, Arcadia. Obviously, Pierre left. Maybe he decided to take a vacation.” 

“Without telling anyone? Without filling Gus’ order? That was money in the bank for him. You know he wouldn’t do that. I’ve never known him to do anything like that. And what Cajun you know gonna leave money behind? None.” 

Gus clinked change into the soda machine, popped the top on his bottle of Coke, and offered me a drink, which I politely refused. “I think we all know what happened to Pierre,” he said.

“What’s that, Gus?” I asked suspiciously. Did I really want to hear his new theory?

“Bigfoot. Bigfoot got him.” 

“And drove away in his truck?” the sheriff asked as he rose to his feet, his hat in his hands.

“I don’t know about that truck, but Pierre is gone. This is bad, Sheriff, really bad.” 

“Don’t go stirring folks up, Gus. You can find somewhere else to get your crawfish. Let me handle the investigation for Pierre Ledbetter. I’m sure it’s nothing to get worked up over. I’d appreciate you keeping this quiet for now.” 

“Fine with me, Sheriff Thibodeaux. I’ll keep it quiet.” 

Did any of the three of us believe Gus capable of keeping this quiet? Not me, for sure. Gus left, dragging his empty cooler back to his truck. “You know he’s not keeping quiet,” I said with a worried frown. 

The sheriff chuckled. “Yeah, I know. Let’s get you home. I’ve got two investigations to tackle. I think that’s a record.”

“Will you let me know what you discover about Pierre? I’m sure when the word gets around that he’s missing, everyone is going to want to know.” 

“Yes, but I’m not too worried. It’s not unheard of for a man his age to want to retire and try something new.” 

I didn’t argue with him. Instead, I raced back, closed the shop up, and locked the door. I thought about putting the key back under the frog statue, but maybe it wasn’t such a good idea. We had tourists coming soon, and I wouldn’t trust a few of my residents as far as I could throw them, including Duval Lorette and now Rita Broussard. I pretended to put the key back but secretly slid it in my pocket and hopped into the sheriff’s car.

This was certainly a strange day, and it wasn’t over yet. 

Chapter Three

A Shabby Disappearance

I made a few phone calls about my car, but as near as I could tell, nobody had authorized a repossession. A few people came to mind as possible troublemakers. Duval Lorette was ticked off at me because I’d raised the rent recently, but it was only by ten dollars. It’s not like he couldn’t back off the beer once in a while to cover that slight increase. I had a lot of repairs to pay for, and the bank wasn’t willing to give me a loan, not until I could prove to them this place could turn a profit. And then there was my cousin Kitty, who’d had it in for me since the seventh grade. Yeah, I could totally see her setting something like this up. Man, I was getting a headache just thinking about it. Whoever it might be, someone was having a laugh at my expense. The idea that somebody would steal my identity was preposterous. I was nobody important and certainly not rich. Maybe it was just a glitch or some accounting screw-up? I didn’t know, and I gave up trying to get a hold of the finance company. The phone just rang and rang. The sheriff called to let me know the towing company was on the up and up, but like me, he’d had no luck with the finance company. He advised me to follow up with them in a few days, which I had every intention of doing. 

No sense in thinking about it right now. Besides, I had bigger fish to fry. I yawned, stared out the window, and watched Jed’s beer can whirligigs blowing in the wind. The young man had been working on these creations for the past few weeks, in anticipation of having a record tourist season this year. Well, I had no one to blame but myself. Me. Miss Confidence. I was so good at convincing others everything would be okay, I hadn’t really considered whether it would be okay or not. It just would have to be. And it wasn’t just Jed depending on me to get things going here at Shabby Hearts but also Tiffany and Gus and all of our families. Even mean old Duval. Sure, many of these trailers needed repairs in the worst way, and the campground needed new wood, and the restrooms seriously had to be updated, but those were repairs I could manage. Right?

Sheriff Thibodeaux had no word on Pierre, and nobody had seen him. My phone had been strangely quiet since his absence, which was very unlike the residents here. It was almost as if we all had a sense something bad was happening but weren’t quite sure exactly what it was.

Gus’ crawfish boil had been called off for obvious reasons. It was just as well since I was in no mood for partying, especially not with Pierre missing. I made one of my parish-famous grilled cheese sandwiches, heated up a can of tomato soup, and sat in front of the television to catch up on the local news. Nothing much to see except copper thieves, a new winery and bar in Slidell, and the usual potpourri of bad news. Still, at least I wasn’t sitting around talking to myself. Speaking of talking to myself, where is Aunt Mavis? I was surprised she hadn’t stopped by to share whatever her thoughts might be about Pierre Ledbetter’s disappearance. If she knew anything about it. Who knew where her head was nowadays? In her former life, Aunt Mavis had been a beloved schoolteacher. Always one to crack a joke, she was kind, patient, and fun to be around. Did I mention she was also fearless?

Pierre and Uncle Ray Gene had been as close as brothers. Pierre never married and didn’t have any children. It was kind of sad to think that maybe he walked off and got lost or something. I hoped that wasn’t the case. 

I wolfed down the sandwich, sipped on the soup, and then lay on the couch to catch forty winks. I had every intention of getting a shower before passing out, but I was so tired now. I’d been up since 5 o’clock this morning as I always tried to be. I was an early bird and came from a long line of early birds, which meant I preferred early to bed too. 

That was something Armand used to hate. He liked closing the bars around Lake Dennis every weekend. We were just too different. At first, he’d been kind of wild and exciting, but as I got to know him, I realized his behavior was less wild and exciting and more childish and dangerous. Why am I thinking about him? I asked myself once again. 

Oh, yeah. Because I’m lonely.

I’d gotten a lot accomplished today after the tow truck debacle, including cleaning out Trailer Four and putting a fresh coat of paint in its laundry room. Thankfully, the family who lived there were tidy folks, so it was a light job. But who thought an eggplant purple paint job was a good idea? It had taken me three coats to cover up the horrible shade, but the laundry room didn’t make me want to tear my hair out now. 

Sometimes Tiffany helped out with the light maintenance, but she’d been busy shuttling cats to the vet recently when she wasn’t picking up extra shifts at the restaurant. Luckily for her, one of the waitresses was having a baby, her third, and she was only twenty-five. Tiffany had spent a small fortune on spaying and neutering over the past six months, so I knew she could use the extra money. 

With thoughts of feral cats and rented trailers running through my mind, I fell asleep and slept hard for quite a while. I woke up to a dark trailer. My television was off. I’d learned from experience that it clicked off after three hours, but there was no reason the rest of the place should be dark. Even the sink light wasn’t on, and I left that on all the time. 

Shoot, the power must be out. 

I reached for my cell phone and discovered it had died too. That was weird. I’d had a charged battery earlier, hadn’t I? Walking carefully to the kitchen, I dug around in the tool drawer to retrieve my LED flashlight. That was when I heard footsteps across my front porch. Heavy, clumsy footsteps, and then down they went. My heart leaped in my chest as I listened intently. Was someone trying to break in here? The sound of my trash cans banging around put those worries to rest. Obviously, this was an animal looking for a quick meal. The metal trash can lids clanged on the ground. Must be raccoons in the garbage. I shut the flashlight off and peered out the window. The whole darn trailer park was dark. There wasn’t a light on, except at the end of the street. Duval’s generator must have kicked on because his house was lit up like a Cajun Christmas tree. The weather was calm and there wasn’t a storm in sight, so what had caused this outage? Someone must have hit a power pole. 

I heard the crashing sound again, and this time, a growl accompanied the clattering. That’s no raccoon, I thought. I narrowed my eyes and strained to see in the dark. 

Yeah, definitely not a raccoon. It’s too big to be a— What the heck is that? 

For the life of me, I couldn’t figure it out. I clicked on the flashlight and shot a beam of light in the direction of my toppled trash cans. To my complete shock, a big hairy figure rose up and poked its head out at me as if it wanted to get a closer look. Oh, no! It can see me! I swore like a sailor and stepped back to hide behind the curtain, flattening my body against the wall. My heart pounded in my chest like an iron drum as I talked myself down from completely freaking out. I scooted down to the ground and forced myself to breathe normally.

“There’s a perfectly good explanation for this. Just keep calm and remember you’re the boss.” 

I got back up, turned my flashlight back on, and focused the beam in the creature’s direction. The thing was gone now, but my trash was torn to shreds. I breathed a sigh of relief and annoyance.

Great. And tomorrow is garbage day. 

Despite my aggravation at having my garbage scattered, I didn’t venture outside to check it out further. The garbage could wait until the sun came up. I sat on the couch, my hands trembling, and my mouth dry. What should I do now? Call 911? Or Gus, maybe?

I couldn’t believe it, but for the first time in my life, I’d seen what I’d never expected to see. 

I was pretty sure I’d just seen Bigfoot. 

Chapter Four

Shabby Freezes Over

“Oh look, Stu. Looks like the trash is taking the trash out.” 

I raised my glove-covered hand to my eyes to shield them from the rising sun and face my unwanted visitor. It was none other than my least favorite person, Kitty Shabeaux Longleaf. My cousin was a bad-tempered witch who couldn’t let go of any grudge she’d ever held. When we were kids, she and I were the best of friends, but that had been so long ago it didn’t stir up any sentimental feelings anymore. She didn’t live in the Shabby Hearts Trailer Park, so I had no idea why she was here now unless she had come to visit Aunt Mavis or our cousin Tiffany. Today she was sporting a side-swipe ponytail, leopard print tights with a fitted black t-shirt, heeled sandals, and way too much eyeliner. And people said I dressed shabbily.

“And look at that, a dog walking a dog. Good morning, Stu. She hasn’t bitten you yet?” I said as I put the last bit of trash into the can and replaced the lid. 

“You sure are cocky for someone whose car almost got repoed.” 

That had me on my feet. I tore off my rubber gloves, tossed them inside, the can, and put the lid back on with a slam. Now it all made sense. Kitty had set up that whole shambles of a repossession. She was the brains behind the Lucky Clover fiasco. I wondered if she was sleeping with fat Jimbo or skinny Phil, or whatever the kid’s name was. If we’d been kids, I would have punched her in the face. 

“You try something like that again—”

“And what? You’ll do what, Arcadia Shabeaux? You just try to hit me. I’ll have your face plastered all over Facebook faster than you can say, ‘Grace.’” She whipped out her bright pink cell phone and held it up in front of her as if she were recording me right this very minute. Maybe she was. Her mangy Chihuahua growled at me, or at her. I couldn’t tell; he was so cross-eyed, it was hard to know for sure who he was unhappy with. I didn’t have time for this nonsense, but I made a mental note to contact the sheriff about my thoughts on the matter. 

With her on my heels, I dragged my garbage can to the edge of the driveway. The truck would be rolling through soon. I wondered how much extra I’d have to pay to have her picked up too. Kitty was still holding the phone up, but I wasn’t taking the bait. Not this time. 

“Get off my property, Kitty. I have a trailer park to run. By the way, the nineties called. They want their leopard print tights and cheap blonde hair color back. Have a nice day.”

“Oh yeah, well, the tramps called and—” 

I walked into my house and slammed the door behind me. I had breakfast dishes to wash. Kitty kept yelling at me, but I couldn’t hear her clearly. I couldn’t help but laugh at her attempts at being intelligently cruel. Kitty could never deliver one-liners like I could. Hers tended to be long and drawn out, too long to be effective. Sometimes I wondered if she was really a Shabeaux at all. I dressed quickly, and she was gone by the time I stepped back out into the sunshine. Probably to complain to Aunt Mavis, who never said a word to me about Kitty. 

As I rounded the corner to head to my office trailer, I was surprised to see four men waiting for me. It was Gus, his two sons, Jed and Anton, and a friend of Anton’s named Whiskey Hammond. They were all wearing hunting gear, and Gus carried his gun on his shoulder. Oh no, this didn’t look good at all.

“What’s going on, guys?” 

Gus didn’t hem and haw but got right to the point. I appreciated that about him. “This is a courtesy call, Arcadia. I wanted to let you know the fellas and I will be doing some hunting this morning. We had a sighting right here at the park last night, and now with Pierre gone, things might get ugly. We can’t let those creatures overrun us. That happened up in Dog Creek, and you know how that ended up.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. Where was Dog Creek? “What do you mean, Gus? What kind of sighting?” I was genuinely confused.

“Bigfoot! He was here, right in the park!” Jed exclaimed with a bit too much excitement. 

“We can’t have that thing coming in here, Arcadia. No, we can’t.” Gus’ party expressed their agreement in no uncertain terms, and with their encouragement, Gus kept on rolling. “The Bigfoots around these parts have always been friendly, at least as far as we know. But I think, I mean, the boys and I think we may have a rogue Bigfoot on our hands. We can’t allow this creature to roam the trailer park, frightening the women and children.” 

I had to defuse the situation quickly, and the best way to do that was to separate Gus from his yes-man committee. With an understanding smile, I slid the key in the door and tried to keep my face blank. Any other time, I would have chuckled and sent them off in another direction for their Bigfoot hunt, perhaps to the empty campground, but that was before I had seen something myself. 

But I sure wasn’t going to tell them about it. Now, what should I do? I had to think. 

I stalled for time as I welcomed him inside and continue to listen to him relay the tall tale of the Bigfoot of Dog Creek. I kicked the air conditioner on, opened the locked filing cabinet, and dropped my purse in it. I sat at my desk, and Gus sat across from me. The rest of his crew had shown us the courtesy of staying outside. If I sanctioned this hunt, I would be encouraging Gussie in his eternal Bigfoot quest. The sheriff wouldn’t appreciate that at all. He and the retired lumberman had tied up before over this very subject. 

In the past, it had always been my policy to discourage the whole notion of Bigfoot. I mean, until last night, I had never seen him. Sure, Uncle Ray Gene didn’t mind that we were once called the Bigfoot capital of Louisiana, and he didn’t mind that there had been more sightings near Shabby Hearts than anywhere in this part of the state. But I thought that had just been stories, goofy stories meant to keep tourism flowing into the area. Now, I just didn’t know. I found myself questioning everything.

I really wanted to know what the heck it was I saw last night. How could I rent out the empty trailers and the vacant campground, knowing there was some creature running around here? What if it was a bear? What about my current residents? What if I booked the campgrounds and some hairy monster tore the place up? Come on, girl. You are being ridiculous, buying into all this Sasquatch nonsense. Still, I couldn’t live with myself if something did happen. It was too much to think about it. 

“What did you have in mind, Gussie? You aren’t proposing to shoot this thing, are you? Don’t you have to have a permit or something to hunt an animal like that?” 

“Since the law doesn’t recognize Bigfoot as a legitimate animal, he’s not protected. Look, I’m not one of these people who wants to kill a Bigfoot. But if I could get some evidence, real evidence, think what it could mean.”

I twisted my dark hair into a ponytail as I listened. “If you’re just looking for evidence, Gus, that’s one thing. But killing an animal just to kill it?” He showered me with a disapproving look, but I didn’t back down. “You said something about women and children being in danger?” 

“Rita Broussard, the lady who moved in yesterday, had something charge at her late last night. She said it waved its arms at her and growled. The damn thing stood over seven feet tall! And you know about Pierre Ledbetter. He’s missing, and why? That ain’t like Pierre just to pick up and leave without a word to anyone.”

I was already reaching for the phone when I said, “You can’t believe that Bigfoot kidnapped Pierre.” I still wasn’t sure I was ready to make this call.

“I didn’t say that. I can’t say for sure, but we found fresh tracks around his place. Already been up there this morning. I think whenever Pierre hopped in that truck, he did so quick, fast, and in a hurry, and it was to get away from Bigfoot. We found monster-sized tracks all around where he used to park.” 

“That doesn’t prove anything, Gussie. You know that.” 

The bags under his eyes looked darker today as if he hadn’t slept a wink last night. And maybe he hadn’t. He was afraid of this thing for sure, and he wasn’t the kind of guy who was afraid of much. “I don’t expect you to believe me, Arcadia, and I don’t rightly know why I am here other than out of respect for you and your family, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Rita moved out. She was really shaken up this morning. People nowadays get nervous when Bigfoot starts coming around.” 

No doubt Gus was going to lead this hunt with or without my approval. I might as well get on board and sanction the investigation and at least try to corral the enthusiasm of the other guys. But I would need help. I would have to bring in someone who knew a thing or two about bringing down real monsters. Even if there wasn’t anything to worry about, Gus and the residents of Shabby Hearts needed to know that someone competent was in charge. I trusted Gus, but I didn’t trust that he could keep his sons and this Whiskey fella reined in. Gus tended to let his boys do whatever they liked, which had gotten them into a lot of trouble in high school. No, we would need an outside guy. Someone who was tough and smart, someone who could handle anything from a bear to a gator. 

I sighed at the idea of making this call. “Before you go off half-cocked, Gus, let me make a phone call.” 

“Won’t do you any good to call the sheriff. He’s a non-believer, Arcadia.” 

“Not calling the sheriff.” I picked up the phone and dialed the number. I’d sworn I would never do this, but here I was. 

Darn it. I’m the one to make the call first. Well, I guess hell has frozen over after all. 

To make matters worse, he didn’t even answer. Great. “Hey, Armand, this is Arcadia. Please call me when you get this message. We have a situation at the park.” 

Gussie grinned and got up from the pleather chair. “I’m glad to have him help us out. Armand is a fine hunter. I’ll wait to hear from you. Meanwhile, the fellas and I will get our gear together.”

With a sigh, I agreed. “Fine. I better go check on Rita. She still at her place?”

“Yeah, but I don’t know for how long. I think she’s planning a speedy exit, and I’d like to keep her around. If you know what I mean.” He grinned playfully as I rolled my eyes, pretending that I didn’t know what he meant. Being unattached did not suit Gus at all.

“I’m going now. If you guys wouldn’t mind waiting until Armand gets here, I would be much obliged.” 

“You got it, Arcadia. Send him down to my place.” His sons were not thrilled with that news, but they followed him down to his trailer. Gus had a nice, newish trailer right next to the lake. He’d been here for the past five years, since right after his wife died.

I glanced at my watch. Chances were Armand wasn’t even awake yet. It was barely eight o’clock. I locked up my office and headed down the gravel pathway. I could already tell this was going to be one heck of a day. 

Chapter Five

Shabby Persuasion

“Rita, wait. Are you really leaving? You just got here,” I said as the tiny brunette paraded out of the pink trailer carrying a box of vintage Tupperware containers. Little did she know that half the women in this trailer park would go into full riot mode over a genuine, honest-to-goodness Tupperware collection. “Stop for a minute and let’s talk about this.” 

Rita tossed the box in the back of her Chevy Blazer. She looked like she hadn’t slept a wink. I couldn’t afford to lose her. Because of her, I could pay the light bill this month. “Look, you told Gus what you saw, so tell me. There has to be a logical explanation!” 

“I have always heard the rumors about this place, but I never believed them. Now I know it’s true. Every bit of it. Why didn’t you tell me before I moved in?”

“Tell you what? So far, I don’t know why you’re leaving. If you want to break your lease, you’re gonna have to tell me about it.” 

With her sunglasses pulled down over her eyes, she waved me back inside her trailer and closed the door behind us. “I am not trying to be difficult, and I’m sorry it didn’t work out, but I’m not going to stay here one more night. I ain’t hallucinating, Arcadia. I don’t do drugs or drink. There was a Bigfoot outside my window last night. He just about scared me to death. Like I said, I heard the rumors before but didn’t believe them. Who would? I’m not some backward redneck. But now, I do believe every word of it. Y’all got something in these woods, and I don’t want any part of it. I need my money back.” 

Her attitude wasn’t making me want to go easy on her, but I reminded myself I needed her to stay for at least the next six months. “Rita, I can’t give you your money back just because you saw a bear or something. That’s not a legitimate reason to cancel a lease.” I kept my voice friendly, but I wasn’t budging on this point. And apparently, neither was she.

“Yeah, well, it is to me. And you better give me my money back, Arcadia Shabeaux. I’m not playing. You aren’t getting me killed like Pierre.”

I rubbed my forehead, trying to force this oncoming headache to vanish. “Pierre isn’t dead. He just took his truck and went somewhere. And do you really believe there is a giant gorilla or whatever running through these woods? Don’t you think if there was something like that, Gus would have caught it by now? Someone is just trying to stir you up and cause a commotion. And look, it worked! Think reasonably for a moment. I know you are a reasonable woman.”

Rita’s carefully painted dark-red lips drew up into a tight grimace. She shook her head, but she wore so much hairspray that her short brown curls didn’t move. “You can’t convince me to stay, Arcadia. I’m not up for one more night here. Please give me my money back.” 

If I couldn’t appeal to her intelligence, maybe I could appeal to her greed. “Although I don’t believe there is a Bigfoot here, I do believe something frightened you. As a single woman myself, I get it. We have to be extra cautious. Would it make you feel better to move to another trailer? Maybe that big one, the one under the power pole? It’s got a big old light on it, and it’s right across from my house. That light should keep any bears or raccoons away.”

She sat down on the couch and shifted her sunglasses up. I think I have a winner. I’d be taking a loss of fifty dollars a month, but I could make it up somewhere else if she went for it.

“Is that the big green one, the one up by your place?” 

“Yes, that’s it. Right across from me. It’s pretty new, only five years old. And it has two bedrooms, so you could have an overnight guest if you wanted to.” 

“Or a roommate?” 

Okay, she was pushing her luck now, but I was willing to do whatever it took, within reason, to keep her. I wasn’t lying when I said her credit was excellent. 

Through squinted eyes, I appraised her. I couldn’t say yes right away, but I had to let her believe that she had the upper hand. Or at least that she was driving a hard bargain. Let her think she won. “Or a roommate, with the stipulation that the roommate must pass the credit check, isn’t wanted by the law, doesn’t drink heavily, and doesn’t do drugs, not even the kind you smoke.” 

Rita hopped up from the couch, her fear smothered by the notion that she’d gotten one over on me. She reached her hand out to me, her gold bracelets clinking together, and I shook it politely. Geesh. The woman must have a ring on every finger. “It’s a deal, Arcadia. Is that place move-in ready?” 

“Yep, but if you want anything painted, you’ll have to do it yourself. I’ve got to spend my time getting the campground ready, but I have a garage full of painting supplies. Just let me know what you need.” I smiled back at her, feeling proud of myself. “For curiosity’s sake, would you mind telling me what you saw, Rita? Was it near your garbage cans? This animal, I mean.”

“No. It was Bigfoot, pure and simple. I’ll never believe otherwise. It was outside my living room window, and it had its ugly face pressed up against the glass. I’d just come inside with my last box. I sat down to rest a minute before heading to the shower, and then lo and behold, there it was.” She shivered visibly and rubbed her arms as if to warm herself up. “But what’s worse is it said something to me. I never knew those things could talk.” 

I smiled, thinking she was joking. “What? What did it say, Rita?” 

Rita suddenly looked embarrassed, but she slapped her hands on her thighs as she sat back down. “I can’t do it right, but it said something like, ‘Booga wooga!’” 

“Booga wooga?” 

Please say she didn’t. Aunt Mavis, if you cost us money, I’m going to kick your scrawny butt.

“Exactly, and I almost had a heart attack.” She rubbed her chest at the memory as if she might very well have a heart attack right then. “Hey, when can I get the key?” 

“Come with me, Rita. I’ll get it now. Let’s lock this place up, and don’t forget to bring the keys.” 

“How lucky for me that I’m all moved out.” She pulled the keys out of her ragged purse and deposited them in my open hand.

“Great,” I said as I flipped the lights off and held the door open for her. Fifteen minutes later, Rita left my office with her new contract and keys, and I had every intention of having it out with my aunt when the phone began to ring. 

In a fake-happy voice, I answered, “Shabby Hearts Trailer Park and Campground. Arcadia speaking. May I help you?”

“Arcadia, you say? This is June Berry from WCJN. I’m calling about the disappearance of Pierre Ledbetter and the reports of a creature lurking on your property. Do you have an official statement?”

That took the wind out of my sails. “News travels fast. What did you say your name was?”

“My name is June Berry, and I’m with WCJN. I was hoping I could get a statement from you.” 

“Uh, what? What kind of statement? Shouldn’t you be talking to the sheriff?”

“Frankly, Arcadia, our readers want to hear from you. They want to know if the Lake Dennis Monster is real. Everyone remembers those old stories about a Swamp Ape, but nobody has ever disappeared. How many people have seen the monster? What did it look like? Is it similar to the Skunk Ape, the one they have in Florida?” She was getting completely beside herself.

“Ma’am, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never heard of a Skunk Thing.” 

“Skunk Ape,” she corrected me. 

“Whatever you call it. There is no Lake Dennis Monster, as far as I know. We had an incident last night with some animals rummaging through some trash, but it was probably a bear or maybe a large raccoon. I don’t know where you got the idea that–”

Miss Berry wasn’t about to be discouraged by my denial. “What about Pierre Ledbetter? Isn’t he missing? I understood he was a close friend of the Shabeaux family. Am I wrong?”

Yes, this was getting completely out of hand. “Ma’am, I think you need to talk to the sheriff about all this. Pierre is missing, that is true, but there is no reason to believe a monster had anything to do with it.” 

She snorted into the phone. “Is that your official statement?”

This June Berry was ticking me off. “Official statement? I don’t know how official it is, but that’s all I know.”

“Is there someone else I can talk to?” 

She was about to find out who she was messing with. “I’m afraid not. I am the owner and manager of the Shabby Hearts Trailer Park and Campground. Have a nice day.” 

I hung up, but the phone immediately rang again, and then twice more after that. Apparently, word had gotten around like wildfire that we had a cryptid, and every so-called journalist in the parish wanted to know what we planned to do next. I had to field questions like, “Are you calling for an evacuation, Miss Shabeaux?” and “Can you assure people they will be safe from the creature?” It was like I woke up in the Twilight Zone or something. Did people take this stuff seriously? What if my residents believed all this? I couldn’t wheel and deal my way out of a mass exodus. I’d have to take the bull by the horns. 

Aggravated by the onslaught of unsolicited calls, I forwarded the phones to voicemail and decided to go in search of my aunt. I was getting ready to leave when Armand walked in. I’d forgotten how muscular he was. He near about took up the entire doorframe. He didn’t smile or chitchat with me, but he was never one to do that anyhow. Even when we were “hot and heavy,” as Aunt Mavis called it, he wasn’t one for small talk.

Without a hello, he demanded, “Why didn’t you call me when Pierre disappeared, Arcadia?” That immediately put me off my game. 

“Because I figured the sheriff could handle it. That’s his job. And you aren’t a deputy anymore, remember?” Armand had been unable to curb his drinking and partying during his off hours, and the sheriff didn’t have much choice but to let him go. I knew it bothered him, but I hadn’t expected that I would throw it up in his face so quickly. Armand always knew how to get at me, and I was apparently proficient at returning the favor. This is starting off horribly.

“Well, you called me eventually. For the record, I didn’t call you. Remember that.” A touch of a smile crossed his smug face. I used to think his arrogant ways were sexy. Now, he was just flat-out irritating. 

“Yes, I’ll remember that, but let me make this clear: it wasn’t a personal call, so let’s keep that in mind. I called you because you are a darn good hunter and have a rare talent for bagging nuisance animals, and I apparently have one. My phone is ringing off the hook this morning. Some people say Bigfoot is here at Shabby Hearts. Can you believe that?” I closed the filing cabinet and draped my purse over my shoulder. “That’s why I called you.” He didn’t smile now, but he stood a little taller. Knowing Armand, he would take that as a compliment. “This is a paying job. I’m not expecting you to find this animal for free. I think Gus has lost his marbles over this supposed Bigfoot. He’s got his sons and some of his friends riled up. Those guys are ready to take to the woods and shoot anything that moves. That’s dangerous and bad for business. If you wouldn’t mind leading the rabble and keeping them out of trouble, I would be much obliged.” 

“I’ll take care of it, Arcadia. Thanks for the call. Business has been slow lately. I’ve been thinking about getting back on the force.”

“Well, okay then.” What to say to that? He was still standing in the doorway, but at least he appeared a bit more relaxed now. “I’ve got to go find Aunt Mavis, Armand. The sooner you find this bear or whatever it is, the better.” 

“You seem awful sure it’s a bear.” He stepped out of the way as I locked the trailer. 

“What else could it be? It was too big to be a raccoon.”

“How do you know?” Then he smiled big. “You saw it, didn’t you? You saw Bigfoot.” 

“Keep your voice down!” I whispered loudly. “I never said that. Yes, I saw an animal in my garbage, but I never said it was a Bigfoot.” Shoot, I hadn’t meant to let the cat out of the bag. 

“Really? You’re not jerking me around, are you?” 

“Whatever it was, it was big. It tore up my garbage and ran off when I shined a light toward it. I only saw the thing for a second or two. I am not sure what I saw.” It might’ve been Aunt Mavis. Yeah, that had to be it. To her, it had probably been all in good fun. The only Bigfoot I knew that would say “Booga wooga” liked dressing in camo. But that wasn’t what I saw! 

“Your secret is safe with me, Arcadia Marie Shabeaux.” Too bad my heart wasn’t. I was pretty sure he wanted to kiss me, but I didn’t let him. You only got one chance to break Arcadia Shabeaux’s heart. Never again. When I didn’t make a move toward him, he cleared his throat and said loudly, “I’ll lead these boys out so they can scout for tracks, and I’ll take a look around your place. We have your permission to look in the woods behind the park and campground?”

“Yes, but no guns. I don’t want those bozos shooting up my woods.”

He shook his head. “You can’t send a man into the woods without a gun, Arcadia. It’s not smart. What if you do have some large creature around here? Say it was a bear...how could you send someone into the woods unarmed?”

“Fine. But let’s limit the guns to just you and Gus. I’m serious. As the leader of this expedition, you’re responsible. Deal?” 

I held my hand out to him. Might as well make it official. He didn’t immediately take my hand but paused like he wanted to say something. Thank goodness he didn’t. It was too late to say, “I’m sorry for sleeping with your cousin.” It’s not like he borrowed my flip-flops without permission. He shook my hand briefly and walked out, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Well, at least I knew the truth now. It didn’t hurt to see him again, not like I thought it would. And I knew another truth. If I had ever been in love with Armand Dubois, I wasn’t anymore. 

I didn’t have time to ruminate over relationships and feelings. I had an Aunt Mavis to track down—and quick before she found herself shot. 

Chapter Six

Booga Wooga

“Private Mavis, open up for inspection,” I said as I banged on her trailer door. Once upon a time, my aunt’s front porch had looked like something out of Southern Living magazine, complete with year-round flower boxes, cutesy garden statues, and even a tinkling fountain. Now I couldn’t remember the last time I saw her clipping or pruning anything, much less raking up leaves. So sad. But I wasn’t going to get sentimental this morning. She had some explaining to do. “Open up! I know you’re in there. I hear machine-gun fire.” 

“Shoot,” I heard her say as she walked to the front door. I was surprised to see her wearing a khaki green pajama shirt and camo shorts, with a headset dangling around her neck. Was this my aunt or a teenage boy? “Come in, but hurry up. I’m on a mission.” She slid her headphones back on and began clicking away on her gaming controller. Since when did Mavis have an Xbox? 

“What’s all this?” I asked.

“No questions right now. I’m on a mission, I told you. Rest your feet and give me five.”

Five what? Sit-ups? I didn’t ask and didn’t argue with her. I helped myself to a glass of iced tea and then parked my behind in the chair beside her. She was going to answer my questions sooner or later. Five minutes in, Aunt Mavis was frowning. Her tongue stuck out of her mouth as she turned and twisted the controller around endless corners. In her alternate reality, she was a shooter or sniper or whatever they called them. I glanced at my watch, and then the game ended. Mavis slid the headphones off and fluffed up her short white hair with her fingers. She reached for a pack of cigarettes and took one out but didn’t light it. It went behind her ear. 

“What’s that game? And when did you get an Xbox?” I asked as I examined the empty game box. 

“It’s not a game! This is training. I think I told you that.” She was clearly aggravated about her progress in the game. That’s okay, I was aggravated too. 

“It says ‘game’ right here on the box, but I’m not here about your training, although the idea of you playing Battlefield is kind of disturbing.” I put the game box down and put my hands in my lap. “Aunt Mavis, I want to know the truth. There is a lot of talk going on around here today about a Bigfoot showing up. I want you to be honest. It will be our little secret. Did you come to my house last night and try to scare me?” 

“What are you talking about?” she said as she downed the last of her Coca-Cola. “Someone scared you? Your cousin Kitty came by here. Did she scare you?”

“Not unless she dressed up like Bigfoot and tore

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































​Shabbier by the Minute





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































​Shabby by Night
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