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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. 
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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.” 
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