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A Shabby Hand

Juggling shopping bags, my purse, and a soggy bag of beignets, I eased open Aunt Mavis’ trailer door and hurried inside. It was raining cats and dogs out, which reminded me Lucky hadn’t been out since lunch, and he wasn’t going to be happy with me when I finally got home. I’d have to make it up to him with some fried bologna for supper tonight. That’s what I planned on having because I had already spent way too much on Christmas gifts. Who knew a girl with no immediate family except for Tiffany and Aunt Mavis would have so many people to buy for?

Only one gift left to purchase, and it was a puzzler. I just couldn’t figure out what to buy Cyrus, my cute-as-hell, smoking-hot boyfriend. The obvious choices like cologne and clothes were covered. He had excellent taste in both categories. He didn’t wear jewelry, which was probably a good thing. A shiny gold necklace was expensive. Believe me, I knew all about it because I’d already been browsing the local pawn shops, hoping to snag a good deal. In the end, I went cold on the idea because I didn’t want to come off as too serious. But then again, I didn’t want to act like I didn’t care, either.

Man, relationships were hard!

“Better late than never,” Mavis barked as I stood dripping on her worn welcome mat.

“Can’t you see I practically drowned while filling your ‘Code Red’ emergency list? For the record, I don’t think eggnog belongs on a Code Red list. May I have a towel, please?” My tank top and jeans were soaked, as was my bra. Good thing I had my hair in a messy bun today, or it would be plastered to my skin too.

“Down the hall,” Mavis said without looking up from her card game. The place reeked of cheap cigars, and much to my chagrin, I could see there were two stogies burning in the seashell-shaped ashtray beside her.

“Would it be too much to ask for you to get me one?” I complained as I dropped the bags on the mat beside me and wiped rain off my face.

“Eleanor, you’re the closest to her. Go fetch Arcadia a towel,” Mavis murmured sweetly as she shuffled the cards around in her hand without even looking in my direction. I could see that today my great-aunt was wearing a camouflage rain poncho, and from the looks of it, not much else.

Good Lord. I’m going to choke the life out of her if she doesn’t show a little love and a lot less leg.

Eleanor wasn’t having any of it. She said in her high, squeaky voice, “I’m not moving from this spot, Mavis Shabeaux Greenlawn. You always cheat whenever my back is turned. Get Louise to do it.” 

From the pitch of Eleanor’s voice and Aunt Mavis’ focused expression, I surmised that their bi-weekly poker game had taken an unfriendly turn. Without waiting for Louise to refuse my request too, I tramped down the hallway to the guest bathroom and grabbed a couple towels from the rack. I wrapped my hair in one while I sopped the water off my body with the other. I could hear the three hens in the kitchen cackling at one another. I had apparently arrived in the nick of time to hopefully avert an all-out war.

As I searched for a hairbrush in the cabinet, the singing fish began to play Blue Christmas, and I nearly fell over the toilet. In fact, the entire bathroom was a carnival of Christmas cheer. The singing fish had belonged to my late Uncle Ray Gene. I couldn’t help but smile to see that as crazy as my aunt was, she still had enough brain cells firing to remember this important family tradition: the hanging of the singing Christmas fish—although it wasn’t usually hanging here in the bathroom. I brushed my hair before twisting it back up and tossed the towels in the hamper.

Feeling less aggravated by my aunt’s lack of concern for my health, I returned to the front room, grabbed the bags, and headed to the kitchen. “Who wants beignets?” My question was met with either icy silence or full-on concentration; it was hard to tell with this bunch. The room was so quiet that I could hear a cigar burning as Mavis took a deep pull from hers and returned it to the ashtray. Louise coughed and wheezed a little but didn’t complain. I rolled my eyes at the sight of the three older women, longtime friends, playing an unfriendly game of cards. At least Eleanor and Louise were fully clothed. It was only my aunt wearing just a poncho. Thank goodness it was one of those long ones. I didn’t think I could bear to see Mavis naked again anytime soon. The last time I’d had a full shot of Mavis’ naked body, she had been half-covered in purple tape and hopping down the hall of a spa run by a deranged Bevvy Jane director. But that’s another story.

“I brought you three ladies some eggnog and beignets, as requested, in case you didn’t hear me the first time.”

The Felix clock ticked on the wall. Louise answered as she slapped a card down on the table, “We heard you, but we’re playing a high stakes game, dear. Did I tell you my granddaughter is coming to town? She’s going to need her own place. Do you have something open? I don’t want her staying with me again. She has snakes, for goodness sake. Who keeps a pet snake?” Louise shivered as she drew another card.

“I have one trailer left, but it might be too big for her. It’s a three-bedroom,” I answered as I put the plate of beignets on the table.

“What are you playing, Louise? This isn’t rummy. We’re playing poker. And a little silence, please.”

I sipped some coffee and munched on a pastry. “I thought only chess players needed silence. What are you wearing, Aunt Mavis?”

“I dressed for comfort and for the weather.” She shot me a caustic glance. “You might start watching the Weather Station once in a while, Arcadia Marie. Or did you take a swim in Lake Dennis before you came over?”

Wow, she’s in a cranky mood. Well, crankier than usual.

I decided to ignore her. So much for doing a good deed for Mavis. I put the cartons in the refrigerator and threw the bags away. Curious now, I peeked over her shoulder to get a good look at her hand. Yeah, she wasn’t winning with that. She had a two of diamonds, a five of hearts, a seven of clubs, a queen of spades and a joker. Wait a minute. A joker?

“Y’all play with jokers?” I asked, hoping to break the ice.

“Yes, it’s a wild card,” Mavis answered.

Eleanor gave Mavis the evil eye. “No, it’s not. We never play with jokers, Private Mavis. What are you trying to pull here? You must think we’re dumb as mud.”

Mavis shrugged and carefully avoided her question. “Y’all ready for the next card? This is for all the marbles. Remember now, we agreed on this. You all have to honor your word.”

“I was born ready,” Louise answered with a confident grin, but Eleanor remained unhappy about the use of “wild cards” in their poker game.

“You need to explain yourself. When did we start playing with jokers?” Eleanor slapped her hand on the table. Uh-oh. This was about to get ugly. Mavis’ best friends, whom she sometimes referred to as her squad, were decked out in their Christmas finery—colorful t-shirts adorned with whimsical Christmas scenes.

Not my aunt. Again, where were her pants? It was a good thing I came by. I’d have to make sure she didn’t go outside without getting dressed first. Had she really gotten this absent-minded?

Again I tried to intervene, “Where is the money, ladies? Don’t y’all usually play for pennies?” There were no coffee cans or Mason jars full of coins today, but this game was as intense as any I had seen. 

Mavis tilted her head toward the refrigerator. “We’re playing for him,” she said as she thumbed at the refrigerator behind her. “Winner takes all, and that winner is going to be me.” She flipped the top card of the deck over, and the other two women groaned. I walked to the antique refrigerator to see what in the world she was talking about. There was a flyer stuck to the fridge, held up by four plastic crawfish magnets. I’d seen this before. It was an advertisement for the Christmas party at the Lake Dennis Senior Center. The event was this Friday night, only a few days away. I’d promised Edna, the director, I’d help decorate the venue after I finished the decorations here at the Shabby Hearts Trailer Park and Campground. Somehow, by some miracle, we were at near-max capacity in the park, and we had a few visitors in the campground too.

Esme and I would be helping with food that night, but I didn’t intend on hanging around long enough to watch the old folks open their gifts. That was Tiffany’s new side hustle. Besides working as a server at Lake Dennis’ most popular seafood restaurant, she made extra money with her seasonal gigs, the latest of which was showing up as Santa’s most sparkly elf. She had been hired to distribute gifts to all the senior citizens and was of course expected to dress up. I had to give her credit. My outgoing cousin and best friend had an entrepreneurial, never-say-die attitude when it came to making money. After filling the food tables, I planned on spending my evening doing absolutely nothing, except maybe bathing the dog.

“Eleanor, there’s no sense in holding out. Go ahead and show your hand,” Mavis said bossily.

“You just hold your horses, Private Mavis.” She shuffled the cards around in her hand in an attempt to stall the expected results.

“You do know you can’t claim that man. He might not like any of y’all. Could be he’s gay,” I said playfully. My comments were met with blank stares, and they quickly turned their attention back to their game. I shook my head and washed my coffee cup out. No sense in sticking around here. I wasn’t helping the situation.

Luckily for me, the full moon had passed this month, and the family “curse” had only affected me minimally. My eyes had glowed a few hours that night, but then the effects of the Wolfsbane Curse subsided and I seemed to be in the clear. Until next month, anyway. I hoped this was a sign of things to come. Aunt Mavis told me it could leave as quickly as it came. Having glowing eyes and giving off a pungent patchouli odor once a month did make life a bit more complicated.

I put the flyer back on the refrigerator. “What’s so special about Toochie Williams?”

“It’s pronounced, Too-shay,” they said in unison.

“Ex-cuuuse me,” I said as I stared at the photograph. The picture was of an older man holding a saxophone. Although he had a big smile on his face and wore a somewhat stylish newsboy cap, I couldn’t see what all the fuss was about.

I had a horrible thought. “Wait a minute. What do you mean, you’re playing for him? He’s not tied up in the closet, is he?”

“Very funny, Miss Smarty Pants,” Mavis said with narrowed eyes. “But to answer your question, not yet.”

I decided now was the time to make my exit. “Great. Well, y’all have fun.”

“You don’t want to stay and see who the winner is?”

“No, but promise me you won’t go outside wearing just a poncho.”

“I can’t promise anything,” she said sweetly. Then she leaned toward her friends and whispered, “That’s what I’m going to tell Touché on our first date.”

“You haven’t won this game yet, Private Mavis,” Eleanor said. “You know I haven’t been on a date in three years. It’s my turn to go out.”

“What about the bug man? Didn’t you go out with Mr. Exterminator?” Louise asked as Mavis laid her cards on the table. “Oh hell, Mavis. How did you come up with that? We already told you jokers don’t count.”

Mavis clapped her hands victoriously. “Read ’em and weep, girls. I’m clearly the winner here. Hand me those beignets, Arcadia. I’ve got to build up my strength.”

“But I have three queens. You don’t even have a pair there,” Eleanor whined as she laid her cards out.

“I have a wild card, Eleanor, dear. I’m playing it as an ace.”

Eleanor slapped the table with her chubby hand again. “That still doesn’t make a winning hand, Mavis. Or are you just that stupid?”

“It makes me ace-high. How is that stupid? Ace high wins in every situation.”

“Aunt Mavis, come on,” I said as I passed her the plate.

“Don’t get involved in this, dear. I’m launching Operation Mistletoe. I’m going to get some sugar before Christmas Day, and that’s my final word. Touché Williams is my target. Are you two going to help me achieve this mission or what?”

“Heck, no, I’m not going to help you.” Eleanor got up from the table abruptly and reached for her worn red purse. “You are a cheating so-and-so, Mavis. I’m not helping you with anything because you are such a cheater.” Louise was on her feet too.

“All right, everyone. Let’s all calm down,” I said as I held up the carton of eggnog with a bright smile. “Let’s not say something we’ll regret later. Please, y’all. Let’s have a drink.”

Louise snorted as she tugged her macramé purse onto her shoulder. “No, thank you. I’m with Eleanor! Mavis, you are an A-Number-One cheater.”

“How did I cheat?” Mavis leaped up and put her hands on her nonexistent hips. I was happy to see that at least she was wearing pantyhose under the poncho.

“Come on, Louise. We’ve got to go get our hair done! We’re going to look like a million bucks when we meet Touché Williams Friday night.” Eleanor shot Mavis a dirty look.

“You two better go buy a pair of wigs, then!” Mavis snorted as her friends stormed out of the trailer and slammed the door behind them. At least it had stopped raining. I couldn’t have one of Mavis’ squad tumbling down the steps, even if she was mad at them.

“You’re going to fall out with your two best friends over a man you don’t even know? Haven’t you heard of ‘sisters before misters’?”

“When you get to be my age, you have to get what you can when you can.”

“That’s not right, Mavis. You guys are better friends than this.”

“Okay, Pollyanna. If you don’t mind, I have to clean up my house. Unless you want to stick around and help me pick out an outfit for this party? Maybe I’ll just wear this thing. It’s brought me luck so far.” She tidied up the cards, returned them to their box, and stubbed out the cigars.

“Lucky is waiting to go out, and I’m not going to reward you for such awful behavior.”

She slid the chairs under the table and smiled. “That’s all right, dear. I think this poncho dress works, don’t you? All I need is a belt. And maybe a lower neckline. I could just cut it about here.” Her hand came to just above her breasts.

I sighed at her antics. I knew what she was doing: reverse psychology or something she’d seen on Oprah or Dr. Phil. “Fine. I’ll help you piece together an appropriate Christmas outfit, but don’t you dare leave this house wearing just that poncho. That’s an outer garment, not meant to be worn outside without clothes under it.”

“Okay, but I don’t want to show as much cleavage as you do. Keep that in mind, dear. I like to let a man undress me with his eyes, not give him a full view of my front porch.”

You’re lucky it’s almost Christmas, old lady.

“Okay, Mavis, but all the outfits have to have pants,” I called after her as she headed down the hallway and I finished cleaning up the remnants of their poker game.

“I can’t promise anything,” she called back as I poured us two mugs of eggnog. It was only three in the afternoon, but I doused both of them good with rum from Mavis’ generous supply of booze.

I had a feeling we would both need a little something extra.
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Chapter Two
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Strands of Shabbiness

Armand waved at Cyrus and me as he drove through the trailer park. We were almost at full capacity, so he had to come to check the place out. Strangely enough, I liked having that extra layer of security, and here recently, Armand and I had been getting along fine. The upside to having a full-to-capacity trailer park was not having to worry about how to pay the light bill. The downside was I couldn’t possibly screen out every bad element. People did a good job of putting on a happy face when they wanted to rent a trailer. At least Armand and I weren’t at war with one another anymore. Cyrus didn’t seem to notice the drive-through or me waving at my ex. He was too busy swearing at the tangled ball of Christmas lights he was trying to unwind.

“I think it would be easier just to buy new ones. I’m never going to get these untangled.” Cyrus pushed his hair out of his eyes. His bangs were getting a little long, but I didn’t mention it. He did seem to have something on his mind this morning, but so far, he hadn’t said anything about it. Was he breaking up with me? Was I too much of a handful, with my crazy aunt and my extended Shabby Hearts family? Maybe. Between the murders, the curse, and my streak of stubbornness, I wouldn’t doubt it. 

Still, he’d hung around longer than most. I had to give him credit for that, but not for this screaming radio. I turned the volume down. Cyrus had cranked it up way too loud, as he always did. I blamed it on the fact that he spent so much time in nightclubs. Not that it bothers me, I lied to myself. I loved Creedence Clearwater Revival as much as anyone, but I was getting a headache, quick, fast, and in a hurry. 
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