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Chapter One—Shabby Sinners
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“The truth of the matter, since you must press me on it, is that you two young people have been living in sin. Now, don’t deny it. It’s a fact, plain and simple and I cannot condone this type of behavior. Marrying you two would suggest to the rest of the parish that I agree with your choices, which I don’t.” Father Mike leaned back in his squeaky leather chair; his arms crossed like a petulant child.

This was not the response I expected and by the look on Cyrus’s face, him either. I swallowed as I saw his hands clutching the sides of his armchair. I reached over and touched him arm to remind him to take a chill pill.

“Come again?” I asked as I clutched my purse tightly. I suddenly wished I’d kept that roll of quarters I’d been lugging around in my purse.

Louder this time he said, “The two of you are living in sin! I can’t condone that. It’s called fornication, Arcadia. As a part-time Catholic you should know this.”

“Fornication? Is that near Bogalusa?” Cyrus asked stupidly or maybe he was just being a smart ass. Clearly, he was in as much disbelief as I was about this whole situation. I snorted at his question but kept my eyes on the smug Father Mike.

“This is about Aunt Mavis, isn’t it? I know she’s a handful but she’s not involved in our wedding, especially not the planning. So can you marry us or not?” I demanded, feeling the heat rising from my neck. “It seems to me that you’d want us to be legal. You know, the whole husband and wife thing.”

Father Mike leaned forward and I caught a whiff of his stinky breath. What was that smell? Not booze, but something else. Weed? What the heck?

“The church would be happy to sanction your union but you must do things properly. Living together, that’s a no-no. Having r-e-l-a-t-i-o-n-s before marriage is also against this church’s doctrine.”

Cyrus glanced at me with a furrowed brow. I recognized that scowl. My hot boyfriend was about to come unglued on this guy. Time to make a speedy exit. “So marrying us is against church policy because we're not virgins? Or what is it? This doesn’t make much sense.”

This argument was going to escalate, and bickering with this closed-minded jerk would be useless. I rose from the chair, the pleather sticking to the back of my legs as I did. Perhaps a short skirt was the wrong attire to wear for talking with a preacher. I couldn’t understand this at all.

Cyrus offered me his hand and cast a side eye at the smug priest. “Come on, Arcadia. Let’s go talk to someone else.”

“Yes, why don’t you try the Justice of the Peace?” Father Mike offered his suggestion with a snarky smile. “They’ll be more than happy to officiate for you, without all the bells and whistles, naturally.”

“And why don’t you take your bells and whistles and shove—-"

“Arcadia, don’t do it. Let’s go.”

Father Mike rose from his desk as if he were prepared to take whatever I dished out. I wanted to slap him in his face. He was shorter than I was and I knew I could take him but that’s not how one treats a priest. Even if the priest is a jerk with strange, stinky breath.

“Fine but don’t come banging on my door for money again, ‘father.’ You ain’t getting another dime from me and if I have any say about it, you won’t get another dime from anyone in my family.” I meant that with all my broken heart. It’s true, I wasn’t the kind of girl that went to Sunday School on the regular but I wanted to marry the man I loved.

How was that a sin?

“Arcadia!” Cyrus hollered from the hallway. With one last glare I grabbed my purse, hoisted it on my shoulder and stomped out of the gloomy office. I never wanted a church wedding anyway. This had been Cyrus’s idea, even though he wasn’t even a Catholic. I suppose he was trying to show deference to my feelings but I wasn’t feeling anything good at the moment.

He clutched my hand and together we left the church and walked through the steamy parking lot to get into Cyrus’s truck. Naturally, I burned my hiney on the leather.

“Ow! Ow!” I sat up and slid my hand behind me to smooth the fabric of my skirt. I needed protection from the heat of the blazing sun.

Yeah, this skirt is too short. For real, for real.

As we drove away from the church, I could feel the anger bubbling up inside me. How dare Father Mike judge us? Sure, I wasn't the best Catholic, but I expected more compassion from a priest. The hypocrisy was infuriating.

Cyrus glanced over at me, one hand on the steering wheel, the other resting casually on the open window. "You okay, babe? You look like you're about to explode."

I sighed, trying to calm myself. "No, I'm not okay. Can you believe that guy? Who does he think he is, telling us we're living in sin? I mean, really!"

Cyrus shrugged. "He's a priest, Arcadia. It's kinda his job to be judgy about that stuff."

"But he didn't have to be such a jerk about it," I huffed. "I mean, we're trying to do the right thing here, get married, be all legal and proper, and he throws it back in our faces. It's ridiculous!"

Cyrus chuckled softly. "So, what now? We still getting hitched, right?"

"Of course we are," I snapped, then took a deep breath. "Sorry, I'm just... ugh, I can't believe him. But yes, we're still getting married. We just need to find someone else to do it."

"Got any ideas?" Cyrus asked, turning into the trailer park.

I thought for a moment, tapping my fingers on my knee. "Yeah, actually. Pastor Red Fontenot. He’s not Catholic, but he’s a good man. I bet he’ll marry us without all the judgmental crap."

"Red Fontenot, huh?" Cyrus mused. "He that guy with the old Baptist church down by the river?"

"Yep, that's him," I confirmed. "He's a bit unconventional, but he’s always been kind. And he won’t care about us living together. He calls himself a bapti-costal, whatever that is, I don’t know."

Cyrus parked the truck in front of our trailer and turned off the engine. "Sounds good to me, babe. I'm not religious or anything, so as long as we’re getting married, I don’t care who does it."

I smiled, feeling a bit of the tension ease out of my shoulders. "Thanks, Cyrus. Let's go see Pastor Red tomorrow and get this sorted out."

He leaned over and kissed my forehead. "Anything for you, Arcadia. Now, let’s get inside and cool off. It’s hotter than Hades out here."

We climbed out of the truck and headed into the trailer, leaving the frustration of the day behind us.

Tomorrow would be a new day, and with any luck, Pastor Red Fontenot would help us make our wedding happen, no judgment included.

I sighed as I stepped inside the trailer. I could see the voicemail notification flashing on my landline phone. Ignoring it seemed like the sensible thing to do. I knew exactly who was calling me and why.

Aunt Mavis had applied online to one of those You-Can-Be-A-Minister for fifty dollars website and now she wanted to be the officiant at my wedding. I told her that was out of the question but my brain-addled aunt had her own thoughts about things. Ever since that water skiing accident, she wasn’t quite herself.

Well, herself or not, she wasn’t going to marry me and Cyrus. She’d have to deal with it. I pushed the prospect of our future argument out of my mind. I had other things to think about.

I smiled at Cyrus as I unsnapped his shirt and ran my hands over his muscular chest. He set his intention on relieving me of my tank top. As our lips drew closer to one another’s, someone started banging on my door.

“Just ignore her,” I said as I took his hand and led him down the narrow hall to my bedroom.

“Are you sure? She’s not going to give up,” Cyrus shook his head in frustration. “Mavis is nothing if not insistent.”

“Stop ruining the mood. Let’s not talk about her. I’d rather talk about you and me.” I smiled at him as we closed the bedroom door. I hoped that it would muffle her pounding.

With luscious kisses and hungry hands, we fell on the bed to enjoy some of...what was it the priest called it? Fornication? Well, whatever it was, Cyrus was damn good at it. I closed my eyes and got lost in the wonderful sensations our couplings always brought.

Suddenly, Cyrus paused. I mean literally in mid-stroke. I opened my eyes and paused my panting as I studied his face.

“What’s wrong?” I demanded as I clung to him.

“Her. She’s watching us,” Cyrus slid off me and turned his back to the nearby window. He slid his jeans back on and headed to the master bathroom.

“Ugh, Aunt Mavis! You’ve gone too far this time!” I ignored the piece of paper she was holding up. I reached for my robe and stomped to the front door to get rid of her once and for all. At least for today.

I slung the door open and crossed my arms as I stared at her. If looks could kill, she’d be dead.

“You’ve crossed the line, Aunt Mavis. You can’t spy on us. Cyrus and I would appreciate it if you’d stop peeking through windows at us while we’re making love. You can’t be that bored.”

“I got it! I had to show it to you. I’m bonafide, Arcadia Marie Shabeaux! Look no further. I’ll marry you to and I’ll do it my way! Imagine! I’m finally Rev. Mavis Shabeaux!” She grinned as she waved the paper at me.

“Aunt Mavis, it’s getting late. Can we argue about this tomorrow?”

“Yes, of course. Just wanted to show this to you. Let Cyrus know when he gets done hiding in the bathroom. Tell him!”

“Right! I’ll bring it up later. Go home, Mavis. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Okay!” She grinned, looking pleased with herself. She made the sign of the cross before exiting off my porch. I sighed as I watched her leave. She was sporting her long camo trench coat and probably nothing underneath it. She wore her heavy combat boots with no socks.

At least she skipped the helmet today.

I went back inside, locked the door and spent the rest of the evening thinking about the future, in between lovemaking sessions with Cyrus. My fiancée was always ready to go. I prayed I could keep up with him.

I grinned at him as we kissed again.

Yeah, I’d keep up or die trying. 

––––––––
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Chapter Two–A Shabby Competition
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The sun was just starting to rise over the Shabby Hearts Trailer Park, casting a warm glow over the mismatched trailers and rusty lawn ornaments. I was sitting on the porch, sipping my morning coffee, when Tiffany came bounding up the steps, her curly blonde hair bouncing with each step.

“Morning, Arcadia!” she chirped, practically vibrating with excitement. “Guess what?”

“What now, Tiff?” I asked, bracing myself for whatever crazy idea she had this time.

“I am holding a competition for bridesmaid spots!” she announced, grinning from ear to ear. “Isn’t that brilliant?”

I nearly choked on my coffee. “A competition? Are you serious?”

“Of course I am!” she said, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “Everyone wants to be a bridesmaid, even Kitty. Look at this list.” She handed me a crumpled piece of paper.

I glanced at it and my eyes widened. “Twenty people? Why do they all want to be bridesmaids? I don’t think I even know that person.” I pointed to a name that was unfamiliar.

Tiffany rolled her eyes. “Duh, Arcadia. That’s Thoreaux’s widow, Bonnie. You’re marrying a Strippendale. All of the groomsmen are Strippendales. Who wouldn’t want to walk down the aisle with one of them? This is the wedding of the century. Oh, by the way, I call dibs on Justice. He’s mine.”

I shook my head, trying to process this new development. “This is ridiculous,” I muttered, but Tiffany just laughed. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“What if we charged a small fee? You know, as a kind of entrance fee to the competition.” Tiffany grinned big showing her oversized white teeth.

“No! Absolutely not. Please don’t turn my wedding into a game show.”

Just as I was about to protest further, Aunt Mavis came marching up the driveway, wearing her camo trench coat and combat boots. She had a piece of paper clutched in her hand and a determined look on her face.

“Attention!” she barked, causing Tiffany and me to snap to attention out of reflex. “I have an important announcement.”

Tiffany’s eyes went wide as she took in the sight of Aunt Mavis. “What’s going on, Aunt Mavis?” she asked, her voice tinged with amusement.

“I am officially an ordained minister!” Mavis declared, waving the certificate in the air. “I will be officiating this wedding. Read it and weep!”

I groaned inwardly. “Aunt Mavis, we’ve talked about this. You’ve already shown me this. We’re going to ask Pastor Red Fontenot to marry us. You are not, you will never be, my wedding officiant. I love you, really I do, but no.”

Mavis shook her head vehemently. “Arcadia, I’m not taking no for an answer. I’m doing this for you. I had to study that test for a whole afternoon.”

Tiffany looked like she was trying not to laugh. “But Aunt Mavis, wouldn’t you rather be the Matron of Honor instead?”

Mavis looked taken aback. “Matron of Honor?”

“Yeah,” Tiffany said, a mischievous glint in her eye. “You get to stand right next to Arcadia the whole time. Plus, you can plan the bachelorette party.”

I shot Tiffany a horrified look, but she ignored me. It was better than having Aunt Mavis officiate the wedding in combat gear.

“But I can’t wear my camo if I’m the Matron of Honor,” Mavis said, sounding uncertain. “Can I?”

Tiffany smiled sweetly. “You’ll have to wear the dress Arcadia picks out, but you’ll look amazing. And you’ll get to boss everyone around at the bachelorette party. Maybe just settle for some camo lingerie.”

Mavis seemed to consider this, then nodded slowly. “Alright, I’ll do it. I’ll be the Matron of Honor.” With that declaration, Mavis practically floated away, a huge smile on her face. “I’m the Matron of Honor! I get to plan the bachelorette party!” she sang out as she disappeared down the driveway.

I turned to Tiffany, scowling. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

Tiffany shrugged, looking pleased with herself. “Of the two evils, having Mavis as Matron of Honor is better than her being the reverend. Tell me I’m wrong.”

I sighed, rubbing my temples. “You’re right. But now we have to deal with whatever crazy ideas she comes up with for the bachelorette party.”

Tiffany grinned. “It’ll be fun, Arcadia. Just think of it as another adventure. Besides, would you rather just be embarrassed at your bachelorette party or at you’re actual wedding. I mean, all your cousins and friends know Mavis is off her rocker.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Life in the Shabby Hearts Trailer Park was never dull, that was for sure. As chaotic as it was, I wouldn’t have it any other way. “You have a point,” I agreed.

To my surprise Mavis came back into my office, skipping almost, and hugged me tight. “Thank you, Arcadia! I’m going to make this the best bachelorette party ever. We’ll have a scavenger hunt, and obstacle courses, sack races and—”

“Aunt Mavis,” I interrupted, gently pushing her back. “Let’s keep it simple, okay? Just a nice, fun night with friends.”

Aunt Mavis saluted. “Yes, ma’am! Simple but unforgettable! Don’t worry, Louise and Thelma will help me plan it.”

“You mean Louise and Eleanor, don’t you?” I asked, worried again that Aunt Mavis might really be losing it if she couldn’t remember her best friends’ names.

“That’s what I said. Boy, you need to get your hearing checked.” As she marched away, talking loudly to herself, I turned back to Tiffany. “We’re doomed, aren’t we?”

Tiffany laughed. “It’ll be fine. We’ll keep an eye on her. What can she possibly do to screw up a bachelorette party?”

I took a deep breath and shook my head. “You act like you don’t even know her. Let’s get through this, one step at a time.”

With Aunt Mavis’s excitement and Tiffany’s mischievous plans, my wedding was shaping up to be quite the adventure. I just hoped we could survive it with our sanity intact. Not even two weeks away from my wedding and I had these two nuts handling the most important day of my life.

Tiffany and I settled on the porch, the list of potential bridesmaids spread out before us. “So, how exactly are we going to decide who gets to be a bridesmaid?” I asked, still a bit skeptical about this whole competition idea.

Tiffany tapped her chin thoughtfully. “I was thinking we could have a series of challenges. You know, like in those reality TV shows. Maybe a bake-off, a fashion show, and a talent contest.”

I raised an eyebrow. “A talent contest? This isn’t Miss Cajun Queen.”

Tiffany laughed. “Oh, come on, Arcadia. It’ll be fun! And besides, it’s a good way to make sure everyone really wants to be part of your special day.”

I sighed, relenting. “Alright, but nothing too crazy. I don’t want anyone getting hurt. Better yet, just put everyone’s name in a hat and draw them. Cyrus only has seven groomsmen. You have twenty women on that list. Thirteen so called contestants are going to be pissed. Not at me, but you.”

Tiffany nodded eagerly. “I can take the heat. Deal. I’ll start planning the events.”

Just as we were wrapping up our discussion and leaving the office, a familiar voice called out from the driveway. “Arcadia, is that you?”

I turned to see Armand, my old flame, leaning against his shiny red convertible. My heart skipped a beat. What was he doing here?

Tiffany’s eyes widened, and she quickly gathered up the papers. “Well, I should get going. Lots of planning to do!” She made herself scarce, leaving me alone with Armand.

He walked up to the porch, his eyes searching mine. “I heard you’re getting married,” he said, his voice low and serious. “You’re actually going to do it? Cyrus seems like a good man. Is he done with his show business sideline?”

That was Armand’s way of politely referencing Cyrus’s male stripping. I nodded, trying to steady my nerves. “Yes, he has. He’s running the bait shop. I’m going to help him.”

Armand frowned slightly. “Are you sure about this, Arcadia? Is this really what you want?”

I felt a pang of doubt but quickly pushed it away. “Yes, Armand. I love Cyrus, and I want to marry him. I thought we settled this already and you love Esme.”

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I do love Esme. I just want to make sure you’re happy. You deserve the best, you know. That’s clearly not me but I am happy for you, Arcadia.”

I smiled, touched by his concern. “Thanks, Armand. I appreciate that.”

He gave me one last look, then turned and walked back to his car.

As he drove away, I felt a mix of emotions but knew that I was making the right choice.

My wedding to Cyrus might be chaotic, but it was my chaos, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything.

Or so I believed in that moment.
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​Chapter Three–Shabby Dress Drama
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The early afternoon sun baked the blacktop of the Shabby Hearts Trailer Park as we piled into Tiffany’s old minivan. The air was thick with humidity, making my already frizzy hair frizzier. Tiffany, of course, looked like she just stepped out of a hair salon, her blonde curls bouncing in the sticky heat. Except for her eyeliner. It was always too dark but hey, that was her style.

Kitty slumped into the backseat, a permanent scowl on her face, which suited me just fine. It wasn’t like we were going to have a heart-to-heart anytime soon.

Fine with me. I’m so glad she and Armand didn’t work out. Backstabbing heifer. He was happily engaged to Esme now. Hope it was worth it, bi-atch.

Aunt Mavis, the ever-present whirlwind of chaos, perched in the front passenger seat, her camo trench coat flapping in the wind as she rolled down the window. She’d insisted on wearing her "fancy" combat boots, claiming they made her look “officiant-like.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that her new role as Matron of Honor didn’t require military attire. Besides, what did it matter? We were heading to the local thrift store, after all. It’s not like I had a ton of money to plunk down for a wedding.

Esme, my other best friend, sat beside me, her face a perfect mask of serenity. I envied her calm demeanor. Maybe it was her New Age vibes or the endless hours of meditation she claimed to practice, but Esme always seemed to float through life. She’d always been that way, as long as I’d known her and that was all my life. I had to admit, her hooking up with my ex shook me for a moment but I quickly checked myself. I loved Cyrus and that was all that mattered. 
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