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Sleepless and Shabby

I woke up to the sound of banging on my front door. Not the Hey, you should hide because the cops are here! kind of banging, but it was loud enough for me to believe it must be urgent. Even though my window unit was on full blast in my bedroom, I was already sweaty and restless. Maybe I’m coming down with something. I reached for my oversized t-shirt, my favorite sleepwear that I’d shed sometime earlier, and grumbled my way to the door.

My visitor banged again, and I yelled, “I hear you! Hold your horses!” Adjusting my sweaty hair into a sloppy ponytail, I peeked out the blinds to make sure it wasn’t someone I didn’t want to talk to—although at this time of the night that was everyone.

Especially Armand Dubois. Don’t be Armand. Not again. This is getting ridiculous.

I couldn’t figure the guy out. Just a month ago, he’d arrested my best friend for murder, and now I couldn’t beat him off with a stick. He had been in my office nearly every day this week with some kind of lame gift. First, he brought me those sugar-free chocolates (I wasn’t diabetic, so I figured they were on sale), and then he showed up with a cheap necklace with a fake diamond pendant. Just yesterday, he dropped off a bunch of plastic flamingos for the trailer park. Those I liked, but I wasn’t in a hurry to put them out anywhere because I didn’t want to give Armand the wrong idea. No matter how many pink flamingos he deposited on my lawn, I wasn’t going to take him back.

Never. Uh-uh. Nope.

I peeked through the blinds as I flipped on the porch light. Huh. What do you know? It wasn’t Armand hanging out on my porch. My unwanted middle-of-the-night guest was none other than Anton Hornsby, Gus’ oldest son. I swung the door open, thinking the worst. This had to be about Gus, who was more like an uncle to me than merely a Shabby Hearts resident.

“Is your dad all right? What’s going on?”

“Nah, nothing like that.” Anton shuffled his feet and tried to hand me a beer. Anton and I were close in age, but we’d never been friends and never hung out together. I didn’t want to start now.

Was he drunk or something? I wouldn’t put it past him, but him showing up on my porch like this was a first. He’d never so much as hit on me, much less offered me a beer at half-past midnight.

“Saw your light on, Arcadia. Thought you might like to join me in a beer, it being so hot and all. Speaking of hot, damn, girl. I like that shirt on you.” He winked and grinned at me, showing his missing upper tooth, and then bit his bottom lip. Was he trying to be sexy?

I think I want to throw up. Where was Bigfoot when I needed him?

“Do you know what time it is?” I growled at him. “It’s past midnight, Anton. My light isn’t on, and I’m trying to sleep.” And then, out of nowhere, I heard a howl, like a wolf’s howl, only we don’t have wolves down here in the Lake Dennis community. Not on a regular basis, anyway. But we do have coyotes, and they weren’t anything to play with.

“Don’t be like that, baby girl. I thought maybe you’d want to see my new tattoo. It’s a beauty.” He slid the sleeve of his t-shirt up to show me his arm. Yep. He had some new ink, but I couldn’t see what it was, and I didn’t care.

“Good for you. I think I better go back inside. Mosquitoes are bad tonight. Go sleep it off, Anton.”

“Don’t leave me hanging, Arcadia. Man, I love your perfume. Tell me the truth now. You’ve been interested in me for a while, haven’t you? I know you had a crush on me when we were in high school, I knew about that, but you were so flat-chested and scrawny back then. Tell the truth, girl. We’re friends, aren’t we?”

I slapped my own face rather than his and rubbed my tired eyes. “If you don’t go home right now, I’m going to turn the water hose on you, Anton. Full blast, too. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I never had a crush on you, not then and not now.”

He sniffed the air and touched my arm flirtatiously. I slapped his hand away, but he didn’t seem fazed by my rejection.

“Girls like you enjoy playing hard to get, don’t you? I’ll play along, baby girl.”

“Goodbye, idiot.” I walked inside and closed the door. Anton didn’t leave right away, though. He sat on my front porch and finished his beer before walking back to his house. He called my name a few times and glanced at my window, but he had the good sense not to knock again.

“Good Lord. I’m glad that’s over.” I flipped the kitchen sink light off in case anyone else got the idea I was up or available for chatting on this hot Thursday night. It was pitch-black in here now, but if the darkness kept the crazies away, I’d risk it. The only person I would have liked to have seen on my porch was Cyrus, and unfortunately, he was working out of town. He had a gig with an all-male dance revue in Shreveport. He’d invited me to come along, and Esme had tried to convince me to go so she could tag along, but I reminded them that I had a trailer park to run. Plus, I didn’t think it was a great idea to “stalk” my new boyfriend while he worked his magic on the crowds up there.

As a favor to Cyrus, Aunt Mavis was running the Happy Hooker. She was still “enlisted,” as she put it, but she ran that store like nobody’s business. It gave her something to do and kept her out of trouble—at least from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. every day. At this rate, Cyrus wouldn’t need to moonlight for extra cash. As if he knew I was thinking about him, he called me. I answered in a sleepy yet sassy voice, “Hey, El Toro. How’s it going?”

“Hey, you’re still up?”

“Yep. It’s a good thing too. It’s Grand Central Station around here tonight.”

I could hear suspicion in his voice. “What does that mean?”

I suddenly had second thoughts about filling him in on Armand’s visits and Anton’s drop-in tonight. No need to stir the pot. “Nothing. It’s just hot here. How is the show?”

“Dead. There’s nobody here. In fact, I’m thinking of driving home. I’m not staying for tomorrow’s show if it’s going to be a disaster. This gig hasn’t turned out to be what it was billed to me.”

I frowned at hearing his bad news. “Sorry, Cyrus. Maybe because it’s a Thursday night. I’m sure it will be better tomorrow. They still have to pay you for tonight, right?”

“Yeah, and tomorrow night too, and Saturday if I want to stay.”

“You better stay, Cyrus Ledbetter, especially if they expect you to. You said yourself this wasn’t going to be a tip event, just straight pay. As long as they pay you for your performance, that’s all that matters.”

He hesitated before answering, and when he did, his voice dropped to a whisper. “The truth is, I can’t get you off my mind, Arcadia Shabeaux. I can’t stop thinking about you. It’s not good for a performer to be this...you know...aroused when he’s dancing. I need to see you. You should have come with me.” By “seeing,” he obviously meant seeing all of me. I smiled at the idea, but practical me couldn’t help but speak up. It was no joke to say the flames were burning hot between us, and I did feel sorry for him, but he’d have to get it together. He needed the money, and I couldn’t spare the time, not with so much to do.

“I miss you too, but I’ll be here when you get back. Maybe I’ll even break out a surprise or two and make it an extra-special occasion. But first, you do what you have to do and then come home.”

He sighed into the phone. “Damn, all right. But do me a favor, send me a picture.”

I guess I was too tired to think fast. I had to ask, “A picture of what?”

“A picture of you, Arcadia. Right now. I want to see you.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or hang up. I always made fun of those D-list celebrities who got hacked and ended up with their nude photos on the World Wide Web for everyone to see. I was no celebrity, not even a Z-list one, but I wasn’t that stupid. And I couldn’t believe he’d ask me such a thing. “What are you asking me to do, Cyrus? I’m not sending topless photos or anything pornographic over the phone. No way.”

“You don’t have to be naked. I just want to see your face. That’s all, I swear. I can imagine the rest.”

I sighed and agreed to pony up a photo. “Fine, but I look like a hot mess. It’s boiling in here tonight, so my hair is sweaty. I think my air conditioner is low on Freon.”

“Arcadia, you are the sexiest woman I’ve ever known. You could wrap yourself in a hair blanket, and I’d think you were perfect. Please, send me a picture.”

I thought about it for a minute. He wasn’t going to have me over a barrel. If I had to do it, he had to do it too. “Fine, but if I send you one, you have to send me one first.”

He laughed, and it was a slow, sexy sound. “Really? Are you kidding?”

“Nope. I’m not kidding. What’s good for the goose is good for the gander. Snap that photo, Cyrus, and then I’ll send you mine.”

“I’ll do it, but you can’t back out. Listen, I better go. I have one more number in a few minutes. Good night, Arcadia.”

“Night, Cyrus. Knock ’em dead.” I smiled as I hung up the phone.

I crawled out of bed again. I was restless now. I checked the front porch for unwanted visitors, but fortunately for me, there was no one there. I went to my bathroom, only stubbing my toe once, and tried to fix my hair but gave up. A minute later, I received the promised picture. Nothing dirty, just Cyrus with no shirt. He was obviously in his dressing room. Man, I loved his...smile.

God, he was gorgeous! Why did I tell him to wait to come home?

I snapped a photo of myself with clothes on but showing a bit of leg and sent it to him. He sent me a flurry of flirtatious emojis, and I sent him a See you soon message before I went to bed again and struggled to get back to sleep. I didn’t receive any more text messages or calls, and thankfully no visitors, but I couldn’t sleep. The air felt electric. Not just hot and humid, but pure electric.

As I lay in my double bed, I pulled back the curtain and stared up at the sky. The moon shone brightly in the cloudless sky. I suddenly remembered Aunt Mavis’ warning last month. She was convinced I would fall under some family curse—what was it called again? The Wolfsbane Curse?—but nothing had happened. Except for those few references to some perfume I was supposedly wearing. Kind of like tonight.

No rougaroux. No werewolves. I saw nothing at all. I’d written it all off as Aunt Mavis’ wild imagination, but what if she was right? What if I was a late bloomer? I fluffed the flat pillow under my head and closed my eyes. That would explain the sudden attention I was getting, since Aunt Mavis warned me that I’d be catnip for werewolves and such starting about a week before the full moon.

No way. This curse thing couldn’t be real, could it?

As if to answer me, another howl echoed through the trailer park. That’s gotta be a dog or something. Yeah, that’s it. Not a rougaroux.

About two in the morning, my eyes got so heavy I finally fell asleep, but my dreams were littered with hot men—some I didn’t know—with wolfish smiles and muscular bodies.

And then I woke up to someone licking my face.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two

[image: ]




Eau du Shabby

I kept my surprise houseguest tied to the front porch, but he wasn’t happy about it. How in the world had that dog gotten inside my house? He was a cute little thing—some kind of terrier/schnauzer mix—but I wasn’t going to keep him. I wasn’t the animal type. I mean, I liked animals and all, but I couldn’t keep a goldfish alive, much less a dog or a cat. I put a call in to the animal shelter and asked them to come by, left the dog some water and bologna, which was all I had suitable for a dog, and went to work.

Even in here with the door closed, I could hear him wailing unhappily, and I was four trailers down. It wouldn’t be long before someone called to complain, but hey, he wasn’t my pet, just a stray. I still couldn’t figure out how he got into my house. There wasn’t a window or a door open.

Weird. Maybe I didn’t close the door all the way or something.

That seemed terribly unlikely. I was always so attentive about such things. I was inside Pepper Crabtree’s old trailer. Pepper had gotten married to one of those Tripp boys and moved out last week. I was happy for her, but I was going to miss that rent check. If I could get this space filled quickly, it would save me from a financial shortage. If not, I’d have to seriously consider getting a night job. I’d probably have to do that anyway. At this point, half the trailer park was empty, and my campground visitors were sporadic. Those Bigfoot sightings had helped boost our publicity, but we hadn’t had one in a while and interest in the campground eventually dropped off. I wasn’t one to fake sightings just to keep business hopping (even though I wouldn’t put it past Aunt Mavis, if I’d let her do that).

Who was I kidding? Nobody told Mavis Shabeaux Greenlawn what to do.

I was finishing up painting the kitchen when Tiffany busted in with Felix in one hand and a lime-green flyer in the other. “Look at this, Arcadia! It’s a pageant—the Golden Bayou Crown Competition—and I’m going to win that sucker! It’s only fifty bucks to register, and I’ve still got headshots left from my last photo shoot.” She slapped the flyer on the counter and squealed once, her sideways ponytail bouncing as she jumped up and down happily.

“Photo shoot? Tiff, it was Esme and me with our cell phones,” I said warily as I carefully rested the paintbrush on top of the open can and reached for my paint-stained bandana. She wasn’t listening to me. She was petting Felix and talking about which of her special talents she should use and what kind of dress she’d wear. Short, long, or should she wear a dress with an asymmetrical hem? Did I still have my rhinestone-attaching gadget, and was pink the right color for her skin tone?

After wiping my hands, I picked up the paper from the counter as I shook my head amusedly. Tiffany talked a mile a minute as she paced the empty living room. As far as she was concerned, this prize money was already in the bank. Felix meowed unhappily at all the walking or something, and she let him down on the floor, where he quickly flopped over and showed me his fat belly. Yeah, he’d definitely put on some weight. What was she feeding him now? Must be leftovers from the restaurant. Fortunately, she had him on his leash today. Hopefully, he wouldn’t take a notion to baptize the carpet. It needed replacing anyway, but there wasn’t any money in the budget for that.

Like the supportive friend and cousin I was, I read the flyer and asked a dumb question. “Fifty bucks? Do you have an extra fifty bucks?” I didn’t remind her that she still owed Aunt Mavis a few thousand for bailing her out of jail.

“I can get my hands on it. Don’t tell me you think this is a bad idea. I don’t want to hear anything but support from you, Arcadia. I need a win, and this is it!” She stamped her foot, and Felix meowed in response. “You know what a difficult time I’ve been having, what with the breakup and then going to prison.” How long was she going to use her breakup with Jeb or her failure to earn a purple Prius from the Bevvy Jane cosmetics company as an excuse to have her way with everything?

I was too sweaty to argue with her, and I had paint drying. “Fine, it sounds like a great idea. You should do it because you’ll win, Tiffany. Just don’t add Felix to the act.” The fat tuxedo cat lazily struggled to break free from his leash, but Tiffany ignored his unhappiness. My cousin lived in her own world, that was for sure.

She snapped her fingers. “That’s what I need you for, Arcadia! I need you to be my assistant!”

“Assistant?” I picked up the paintbrush and dipped the bristles in the paint before applying it to the wall. “What are you talking about? I don’t know how to twirl a flaming baton.” Tiffany had many unusual skills, including fiery baton twirling, tap dancing, and yodeling. I felt certain she’d use one of those as her talent.

“No, I’m not doing the batons or the dancing. Everyone has seen me do that, and they’ll be expecting it. I’m going to surprise the judges and all those sorry contestants. I’m going to do a magic act. It’s easy-peasy, Arcadia. I just have to put your head in a box. No, listen, I’ve been studying just for this occasion. All you have to do is sit in the chair and smile. That’s it.”

“That’s it?” I paused and eyed her suspiciously.

“Yep, but be perfectly still because the box has rollers in it, and if you move around, it will mess up the trick and maybe your hair. Other than that....” She smiled once before she began pacing again. Felix meowed again to complain about walking.

“Why can’t Esme do the magic trick? I have long hair, Tiffany. Won’t it get caught in the box?” I complained as I slapped a few more strokes on the wall. The thought of my hair getting caught up in some strange contraption didn’t suit me at all.

“Esme is going to help me with wardrobe changes and do my hair and makeup. I need you to do this part. Look at the prize! It’s five hundred dollars! I can get my car fixed with that money.”

I didn’t bother asking her what I would get for being tortured and humiliated. I knew the answer—Jack squat. Kneeling down to paint the bottom of the wall, I sighed quietly. Nothing was ever easy-peasy with Tiff.

“Fine, but you can’t set me on fire or stab me with a sword. Not even for pretend.”

She seemed irritated by my restrictions but didn’t disagree with me. “I wasn’t going to do that anyway. I’m just going to make your head disappear. Thanks, Arcadia! We’ll have to practice this week since the pageant is next Friday. I’m going to register before I go to work tonight. By the way, it’s all-you-can-eat shrimp tonight at Fry Me a River. You should stop in and see me.” She hugged me, ignoring the paintbrush in my hand.

“That sounds good, but quick question about this magic trick. How does it work? I want to know all about it before you shove me into the limelight or put my head in a vise.” I shooed her away.

“I can’t tell you that! A magician never tells her secrets. But it’ll be fine. It’s easy-peasy, Arcadia, promise. See you tonight. Dinner is on me, by the way. It’s the least I can do since you’re willing to help me out.”

“Dinner for me and Mavis.” I offered her my sticky hand.

She didn’t shake it but hugged me again and sniffed me. “That’s a deal. See you tonight after seven. Girl, you smell. I think your deodorant has let you down. Better shower before you come to the restaurant. Bye!”

As the trailer door slammed behind her, I sniffed my armpit. I didn’t smell anything funky, and I wasn’t any stinkier than I usually was when I worked hard. If anyone smelled, it was her horrible cat. What was she talking about?

I finished the job and went outside to wash my paintbrushes. It was getting late, probably close to three or so. Another day gone by with no new tenants, and where were the animal shelter people? I couldn’t leave this dog tied up to my porch forever. I rubbed the brushes under the water, stashed them in the shed, and headed to my office to check the voicemails. As I passed my trailer, I avoided making eye contact with the pooch.

Don’t look at me like that. You’re not staying.

Still, I couldn’t leave him there. I untied him, grabbed his water bowl, and brought him with me to my office. It was so warm I allowed him to come inside, and he found a spot by my desk. It was cool in here; I was glad I’d left the AC on earlier. Great! Five voicemails! I felt like I was playing the lottery. Please be a booking. Please be a booking. Or a new tenant!
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