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A Shabby Encore

As I sat on the uncomfortable metal folding chair and listened to yet another America’s Got Talent wannabe—the Cajun version—attempt to sing the Star-Spangled Banner, I imagined killing my best friend. How should I do it? Jump across the table and choke the life out of her? Drop a safe on her? As we dismissed the latest horrible contestant and prepared to hear another, I leaned over to Tiffany and whispered, “I hate you.”

“Now, now, Arcadia. Someone needs a candy bar,” Tiff said good-naturedly as she patted my hand. She grinned at me as I cracked open the water bottle in front of me and took a big swig. We were on the twelfth contestant now, and each one was uniquely worse than the last, which I couldn’t have imagined was possible. Until now. This horrible reality show was all too real. I had a headache, and I would have loved nothing more than to lob spitballs at the gathering.

Why on earth would the committee select Lake Dennis as the host for this part of the celebration? Why were we chosen to provide a singer? Didn’t they have talent in other parts of the parish? We sure didn’t have any, not so far. Tiffany’s nervous smile didn’t bring me any joy or comfort. From what I could see, there were at least twenty more of Lake Dennis’ most talentless residents waiting for their shot at this clearly coveted spot, and all of them were people I knew couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.

“Like, deep-in-my-soul hate you, Tiff.”

“Remember why you’re here, bestie,” Tiffany whispered back in her most diplomatic pageant voice. “You volunteered for this, Arcadia. Oh, dear. Look who’s up next.”

A collective groan drew my attention to the next face that appeared before us. To my horror, Aunt Mavis was stomping her way to the rickety table to take her place at the microphone. Five other judges were taking this horrifying journey with me. I suddenly felt sorry for all of them. They were about to get the show of a lifetime, I could guarantee that. Armand began scanning his work phone for messages. He caught me peering at him, and I shook my head at him as if to say, “Don’t even think about it.”

My great-aunt’s headband had two twirly stars that flashed red and blue. She wore pink shorts that might have originally been white, but something red apparently got tossed into her washing machine along with them. This particular pair must have also shrunk in the dryer because they were far too short for Mavis and showed far too much hiney for someone her age. To complete the ensemble, Mavis sported an American flag t-shirt that also lit up. Thankfully, she wasn’t wearing combat boots today, but instead wore a pair of patriotic flip-flops. From head to toe, my aunt was a flag-waving, patriotic train wreck.

“I never volunteered for this, Tiffany. I’m going to kick your ass when this is over,” I warned her before taking one more sip of water. “I’m serious, bestie.”

Oblivious to the unhappy judges, Aunt Mavis cleared her throat. “Could I get a key? Maybe a G? Or a C? No? Should I just sing Acapulco, then?”

“Acapella, I think you mean,” Father Mike offered with a smile. Rookie. Don’t engage! Don’t engage!

“I think that’s what I said, preacher,” Mavis shot back. “Excuse me, I’ve got this. Just give me a second.” Mavis Shabeaux Greenlawn loosened up her arms and cracked her neck like she was preparing to step into a boxing ring. “Okay, get ready to be knocked out of your chairs.” She snapped her fingers and did some squats.

“Whoa. Is this part of the act?” Father Mike groaned as he put his hand over his eyes, but nobody answered him. How did any of us know what was going on in Mavis’ mind? To my surprise, Father Mike peeked between his fingers. Oh, snap, was the priest checking my aunt out?

Oh, God, please make it stop.

Mavis was almost ready to rock and roll, Fourth-of-July-style. “Mi, mi, mi,” she attempted to hum arpeggios. Yep, the only positive thing I could say about her outfit today was that she wasn’t wearing any camouflage. She usually wore camo every day of the week. I blamed her choice of wardrobe on the whack to the head she took during a water-skiing accident a few years ago. Aunt Mavis’ elevator didn’t hit the top floor anymore, not even close. In fact, there were bats on that top floor. Big, goofy ones.

Armand snorted beside me, and I kicked him under the table. He was my ex-boyfriend, but we’d made up and become friends again months ago. Surely he was smart enough to remember that my bad side was nowhere he wanted to be. I wanted to laugh, too, but since Mavis was my only family besides Tiffany and Kitty, it didn’t seem appropriate.

Yeah, she was crazy, but she was my crazy.

In a loud voice, Mavis let it fly.

“Uh-oh, say can’t you see

by the taunt’s early light...”

Father Mike cleared his throat. “That’s, ‘Oh say, can you see,’ Mrs. Greenlawn. And the next part is, ‘By the dawn’s early light.’”

“Say what?” she asked, clearly aggravated that her mojo had been disrupted by the “preacher” as she called him.

“Would you like a copy of the words? We have some right here.” He slid a printed copy of the lyrics to The Star-Spangled Banner toward her.

Mavis snorted derisively. “You think I don’t know the words to The Star-Spangled Banner? I’m enlisted, preacher. I’ve been a valuable participant in many, many top-secret operations. Now, if you’ll hold your peace and let me sing the nation’s anthem, I’d like to get this over with.”

“Please do, Mavis,” Armand replied, ignoring Father Mike’s frown. Yeah, this preacher guy liked to do things by the book—big time. The new priest and Mavis weren’t going to get along if he couldn’t behave a little more diplomatically.

“All righty then. Take two.” Mavis wheezed and took a deep breath before singing even louder.

“Uh-oh, say can’t you see

by the taunt’s early light

what so powerfully we held

by the truce of the night...”

Mavis began parading back and forth in front of the plastic table as she sang as loudly and off-key as humanly possible. I couldn’t understand some of the lyrics, but I know she nailed none of them. In fact, she got halfway through the song and then bowed. I ignored the gasp from the crowd of people waiting in line behind her. Oh, Lord, those micro-shorts probably gave the waiting contestants quite the view. Mavis put her hands on her skinny hips and smiled as if she’d done a fine job. Like she’d performed the song just like the fantastic Miss Celine Dion.

Oh, dear God.

Father Mike spoke first. Thankfully, he wasn’t cruel, but he reminded my aunt that a majority of the judges had to agree on their selection. “Out of deference to the community, I’ll hold my vote until the end. Please, Judge Tiffany, what do you think?”

Tiffany twisted her fingers around her fuzzy pink pen. “Um, as much as I enjoyed your artistic spin on that song, Mavis—I mean, who doesn’t love to hear our nation’s anthem sung with new lyrics?—I am going to have to say no. We’re looking for someone to sing in a more traditional style.”

“I see,” Mavis said as she fiddled with her shirt. It looked like it had a short in it, or maybe the batteries were going out because the lights were blinking ever slower.

Armand leaned forward. “No is my vote too. Good try, though. Sorry, Mavis,” he said as he began scanning his phone for messages. “Rita Faye?”

“Oh, I liked it. I say yes.” She smiled through her crooked makeup. Clearly, she was sucking up to Mavis, who on more than one occasion had referred to her as Mata Hari. According to Mavis, Rita Faye Broussard was a spy for the enemy, whoever the enemy might be that day. It could be the Russians, it could be aliens. I knew for a fact that Mavis dressed up as Bigfoot from time to time just to scare the daylights out of Rita and various other people in the trailer park she didn’t like.

“Thank you, Rita. I knew I could count on you. Gus? You loved it, didn’t you?” Mavis winked at him playfully, but from the look on his face, that wasn’t going to fly.

He cleared his throat and wiped his forehead briefly before beginning, “No, ma’am. Some things you shouldn’t tamper with, and to my mind, the national anthem is one of them. I’ll have to vote no, Mavis. Maybe you should stick to the marching part. I liked that.”

“Hmm, I see. What about you, Arcadia? I can count on you, can’t I?”

All eyes were on me now. Father Mike was apparently using me as a human shield, proverbially speaking. Damn, the man should be a politician.

“You gave it a good shot, but I say no too. Sorry, Aunt Mavis.” The crowd gasped at hearing my vote. Apparently, half of them believed Mavis would be a shoo-in for the spot because she was my aunt, but they were all wrong. As much as I loved Mavis, how on earth could I vote for her to represent Lake Dennis in this competition? Communities from all around the parish would be trying to outdo one another, and her performance wouldn’t pass muster. Too bad she couldn’t understand that.

“I am sure the Fourth of July Celebration committee can find you something else to do. Maybe you could be one of the emcees and help us distribute the prizes after the parade,” Tiffany suggested, but Mavis kept her eyes on me.

“You backstabbing, lowdown—”

“Mavis, don’t say something you’ll regret,” Armand warned. He got up from the table as if he were terrified of my wacky aunt and was prepared to tase her at any moment. Great. My ex-boyfriend was one to slap cuffs on you if he thought you were getting out of line. Mavis had been handcuffed more than once, unfortunately.

“You shut up, rent-a-cop. Who made you a judge anyhow? You don’t know anything about assessing talent. So that’s the official word, is it? What about you, Father Mike? Can I get the Lord’s vote on this?”

Father Mike tugged on his collar as if it had suddenly become too small for his wrinkled neck. “Now, now, Miss Mavis, let’s not bring the Almighty into this. It’s only a singing contest, not a pass to heaven. I like Gus’ and Tiffany’s suggestions. Let’s put your skills to better use, ma’am. There is so much to do for the celebration, and this is such an important event for the Lake Dennis community. We’re competing with Shreveport, not just for the best Fourth of July event, but for that new pogie plant. Surely you can see how high the stakes are, Mavis?”

“I see. Well, that’s how it’s going to be, huh? I guess you’d rather have Mata Hari sing The Star-Spangled Banner, maybe in a see-through nightie? I got your number, preacher. Or maybe Arcadia can put on something skimpy while she’s transforming into a—”

“Hey!” I warned her as I jumped to my feet, ready to take the bull by the horns. Aunt Mavis was letting her temper get the best of her, and if I didn’t stop her, she’d out me. Nobody needed to know that I was rougaroux catnip and that my eyes occasionally glowed.

“Mavis, keep your cool! Why in the world would you want to do this anyway? You have never sung in public before. Why are you so committed to this? You’ve done some crazy stuff before, but this takes the cake. Why?” Armand asked as he slung his gun belt around a tad.

“It’s on my bucket list!” Mavis stuck her tongue out at me as she snatched her twirly-starred headband off her head and tossed it in my direction. “I want to serve my country, that’s why. If you all are too stupid to see that I’m the most talented gal for the job, I guess I’ll just have to curse you. All of you! That’s it. You know, that’s what I’ll do. Yep, I made up my mind. You’re cursed, every last one of you. You too, preacher man!” She raised her fingers at us and bit her lip to add emphasis to her curse.

I raised my hands to try to calm her down. “Mavis, please. Don’t embarrass yourself. You aren’t going to curse anyone.”

“You can’t tell me who to curse and who not to curse, smarty pants. In fact, this whole event is cursed!” She held up her fingers to make an inverted peace sign.

The priest hopped up out of his chair with his hand on his chest. Was the old guy going to have a heart attack? Did he believe her? After a few seconds, he said, “This is preposterous. I’m afraid I won’t be listening to any more contestants today. You’ll have to go on without me. There are things I need to do in the office. Curses, indeed.”

I held out my hand to Father Mike and said, “She’s just messing around, sir. Don’t pay her any mind.”

“Don’t you listen to that backstabber, preacher. This curse is real, and it’s powerful.” Mavis closed her eyes and waved her fingers at us while she poked out her tongue. Apparently, the poked-out tongue helped her focus on getting the curse right. I tried not to laugh, but quite frankly, I was getting ticked off. She was acting like a toddler. Time to put an end to all this.

“Mavis, you gave it your best shot, but you didn’t get it. Stop acting foolish. Don’t make a scene. For once in your life, don’t make a scene.”

“You’re the fool, Arcadia Marie Shabeaux. I’m telling you, and you, and all of you, every one of you is cursed.” The gathering gasped. Did that mean the audience was cursed too? “When the curse gets too strong, call me. Otherwise, you’re going to be barking at the moon, backstabber.”

I watched in horror as Mavis turned her back to us and waved her arms chicken-wings style, then stormed out of the community center. Her two-woman posse, Eleanor and Louise, slid their dark sunglasses over their eyes and made similar gestures before falling in behind her.

“What just happened? Did she just curse us all?” Tiffany asked nervously as Rita began to struggle to breathe. Was she having an asthma attack? Did she have asthma? Was this a panic attack? Oh, great. Let the madness begin. Before I knew it, Rita would be banging on the office door, asking for a reduction in her rent in return for letting this curse slide.

“She’s blowing off steam, y’all. Just ignore her. You know she can’t curse anyone. Mavis is just an unhappy old lady. Come on, let’s take a break and grab a cup of coffee. I think Tiffany made some, didn’t you, Tiff?”

Tiffany didn’t have a chance to say anything.

A car drove into the building, and we all ducked for cover.
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Chapter Two
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A Shabby Curse

Armand had his deputies dispersed around the building. They took pictures and did interviews while the tow truck guys began removing the vehicle. After the scene Mavis had made before the car crash, the bystanders blamed the unfortunate event on the supernatural.

The sheriff wasn’t having any of that nonsense. “Gaston’s car crashing into the building isn’t a result of any curse, Rita. It was operator error. You know he’s prone to seizures, so he shouldn’t have been driving that dang car anyway. Nobody got hurt, and the contractor is coming tomorrow to get started on the repairs. Please don’t contribute to the insanity that’s circulating around here.”

I stood by Armand’s side and agreed with his observation. I was doing my best to curb the hysteria, but Mavis wasn’t making it easy. I had to admit, Gaston’s trip through the community center had been extremely poor timing. The dang natives were getting restless. Naturally, my half-baked aunt took advantage of the accident. It had only been a few minutes since Gaston created a drive-through in the building, and she was already taking credit for it. Gaston wasn’t hurt, thankfully, but I had a feeling it would be his last drive.

Which wasn’t a bad thing, considering he was about to celebrate his ninetieth birthday. We were lucky he’d made it.

My tenant rattled the ice in her cup and gave me a disapproving glare. “I’ll do my best, but I think you should just let her sing, Arcadia. She’s pretty upset, and nobody needs to be cursed,” Rita advised me as I accompanied her to the front door.

“She’ll cool down in a few days. I promise everything will be fine, Rita. How is the float coming along?” I smiled as I changed the subject to something more exciting.

“Oh, Arcadia, it is truly a piece of art. I can’t wait for you to see it. Thanks for trusting me with such an important part of the celebration. It feels good to put my artistic skills to work after such a long time.”

I smiled at her as we stepped out on the porch and walked to the trailer park together. I gave Armand a friendly wave and left him to clean up the rest of the mess. I needed to go home and check on Lucky. Lately, my dog had taken to wandering off whenever he was given the chance. In fact, if I wasn’t careful and left the door open even a slight crack, Lucky would make a break for it. I’d just put up a new fence, a white plastic one that I hoped would stop him from running around the trailer park every day, but it hadn’t been much of a deterrent. At least it kept his furry pals at bay, but who knew how long that would last. Sad thing was, Lucky had more friends than I did. Sometimes they turned up in droves.

Rita and I chatted until I came to my trailer. My phone began to ring inside, and I took it as an opportunity to quickly wrap up the conversation. With a wave, I excused myself and hurried inside.

“Hello? Shabby Hearts Trailer Park, this is Arcadia speaking.” Oops. For a minute there, I’d forgotten this was my home phone. My mind was almost always focused on work these days. I was beginning to feel overwhelmed by responsibility. It happened sometimes.

“Hey, Arcadia. I’m calling because m-m-my sink is stopped up again. Pretty good, too. You think it’s the curse?”

It was Jimmy Farnell, a tenant and all-around nice guy who tended to stutter when he got upset.

Oh, great. Mavis’ madness was infectious.

“No, Jimmy, it’s not a curse. Just a blockage. Have you been pouring grease down the sink again?” I asked as I scribbled his name on the dry-erase board. I was racking up the repairs this week. With the Shabby Hearts Trailer Park only at half capacity, I couldn’t afford to hire a repairman to help me out. It was all me, wrench-wielding, toilet-snaking Arcadia Shabeaux to the rescue. No job too big or too small. Sigh.

“Course not, but it’s clogged all the s-s-same. I poured some of that gel you gave me last time in there, but it ain’t b-bu-budging. I think the septic system needs p-p-p-pumping out.”

“I doubt that. It’s brand new. Okay, okay. I’ll come take a look at it, but I better not pull a clog of grease out, Jimmy Farnell. I’ve got two repairs ahead of you, but I promise I’ll be there today. In the meantime, do not use the kitchen sink.” I hung up the phone, and I’d barely cleared the hall when it rang again. Stomping back to the phone, I grabbed it, feeling pretty damn aggravated.

Seven shades of hell! Thanks a lot, Mavis. You’ve managed to get everyone worked up with your crazy curses. Mission accomplished, Private Greenlawn.

I was anticipating yet another tenant calling about a cursed toilet or a bewitched porch light. I didn’t even get a chance to speak when I heard Cyrus’ voice. “Hey, sexy.” I shook my head, smiled, and leaned against the pantry door as I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Hey yourself, Cyrus Ledbetter. How’s business over there?” My boyfriend ran a local bait shop and convenience store called the Happy Hooker.

“Booming, of course. Don’t have any extra worms, do you? I could use some.”

“Let me check.” I grinned into the phone. “Nope. I’m fresh out.”

“Well, I’ve got a supply truck coming in this afternoon. Maybe they’ll fill my order because it’s hard running a bait shop with no bait. Speaking of which, do you feel like helping me unload some boxes? Maybe we can grab a beer after?”

I sighed at the idea of doing more work. I had three repairs to do already. He must have noticed my hesitation because he sweetened the deal. “Before you say no, I’ve got some steaks in the fridge. Thought we could grill them after.”

“More work? No, thank you. I hope some of that business comes my way. I’m tired of playing repairman.”

Cyrus wasn’t letting go of this idea. “Tell you what, how about we work out a trade?”

“Go on.”

“I help you at the trailer park, you help me restock the shelves. I’ll even grill the steaks if you provide the beer.” Cyrus’ soft laughter gave my heart the flutters. Not to mention what it did to other parts of my anatomy.
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