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A Shabby Start-Up

If I didn’t believe my family was crazy before, I believed it now. Gathered around Tiffany’s cramped living room was an assortment of cousins and friends and some of her coworkers from Fry Me a River, the nearby seafood restaurant. That in itself was not strange. We had regular shindigs for birthdays, anniversaries, and holidays. However, this assembly looked like some sort of experimental group. Aunt Mavis was sitting in a wooden chair in the center of the living room while the purple-clad Bevvy Jane lady was unwinding tape from a roll and applying it to her neck.

I felt like I was stepping into some type of shabby cathedral because the light was dim except for a few purple candles burning on Tiffany’s cheap coffee table. “Why are y’all sitting in the dark?” was my first question, but before I could ask another, like “Why is Aunt Mavis covered in tape?” Tiffany intercepted me with a big fat fake smile on her face.

“There you are, Arcadia! Fashionably late as always. You know everybody: Esme, Gabby, Rita, Danielle, and Marie. And this is Ginger, my Bevvy Jane Sales Director.”

Ginger immediately made a beeline toward me with her hand outstretched and her perfectly applied lipstick spreading across her crooked smile. It was one of those smiles that didn’t quite reach her eyes, the kind with dollar signs in them. I was instantly on alert. Oh crap. Here we go. “Well, aren’t you a peach? Your cousin Tiffany has told me all about you, Arcadia Shabeaux. Come on over here. We’ve reserved a seat just for you.” 

Holding onto my purse, I gave her a quick handshake and plopped down beside Esme, who fortunately wasn’t covered with purple tape.

“I heard you asking about this product, Danielle. This is our Age-Defying Peptide Miracle Tape. See how I have it applied to Mavis’ face, y’all?”

“Yeah. I do see.” I tried not to laugh as Mavis mouthed the words, “Help me,” behind Ginger’s back. At least, I think it’s what she said. I couldn’t quite tell with her mouth twisted up like that. 

Ginger apparently had no idea we were all amused by her. Or maybe it was just me. “The trick with this fabulous, cutting-edge product is the application. You have to use it sparingly and make sure you attach it securely. Apply the tape in the direction you want your skin to remain because once these peptides kick in, it’s going to keep that skin lift intact for at least two hours. For example, as you can see with our volunteer, I’ve adjusted the tape to smooth the wrinkles around her neck. And for further impact, I’ve lifted just half her smile. Can you see the difference?”

“But she can’t go outside with tape around her neck,” I said. I couldn’t help but laugh. Surely this woman was joking.

Ginger looked at her purple watch, which was decorated with an abundance of rhinestones. “Of course not, Arcadia dear. I could never let her walk outside looking like this. We must wait another sixty seconds, and then we will remove the tape. I promise you will all be amazed at the results!”

“Remove the tape?” Mavis asked through clenched teeth as she looked up at Ginger wide-eyed.

Ginger waited a few seconds longer, then tapped her watch, and without another word, snatched the tape off of Aunt Mavis’ neck. Mavis let out a yelp as she rubbed her neck furiously. I thought for sure she would clobber the Bevvy Jane lady, but she didn’t have a chance. Ginger was there, holding a mirror up to my aunt’s face. “Oh, you must be feeling those peptides releasing. Isn’t that great? Can’t you just feel the youth returning to your skin? Look, everyone, can you see the difference? Doesn’t she look ten years younger?”

I didn’t see it, but everyone else in the room peered at Mavis’ red neck and agreed with our bubbly hostess. Even Mavis was smiling now and nodding her head like she’d truly lost her marbles. I nudged Esme, who was smiling as if she agreed with all this. And she was the beauty professional! I felt like I’d stepped into some twisted Stepford Wives rerun. My family couldn’t be this gullible. Could they? 

“Do I really look ten years younger?” Aunt Mavis asked with a big smile on her face. Suddenly, I realized she wasn’t wearing her typical camo gear today, although what she was wearing wasn’t much better. Her skirt was ridiculously short, and her t-shirt didn’t match the skirt or fit her properly. Yep, I was in the Twilight Zone. Did she raid Kitty’s closet before she got here?

“Maybe if we turned a few lights on,” I said, but Tiffany shot me a warning look, so I kept my other thoughts to myself.

“Now, ladies, I would like to direct your attention to our full line of Youth-Making Products, which I have displayed on Tiffany’s table here. Bevvy Jane has everything you need to fight the seven signs of aging. With this amazing set, you’ll feel younger, and your skin will look fresher. And don’t forget, for those special occasions when you want a little something extra, you can try our limited-time face tape. Now, who wants to help Tiffany begin her new business? Every sale we make tonight goes toward her career with Bevvy Jane!”

To my complete surprise, everyone in the trailer raised their hands as Ginger handed out sales tickets and pens as if they were moon pies at Mardi Gras. I had missed a large portion of this makeup party, as it had been sold to me, and I wondered if I’d missed anything worthwhile. I was certainly not impressed with Bevvy Jane’s face tape.

Ginger wasn’t through with us yet. “Now, if you want to help Tiffany, ladies, what you should do is sign up along with her and become a part of her team. The more, the merrier, and wouldn’t it be great if everyone in the Lake Dennis community fell in love with our Bevvy Jane products? You can’t buy these in the stores, y’all, only through authorized Bevvy Jane representatives. That’s me, Tiffany, and maybe you! Don’t you think she deserves a round of applause?” We all clapped for Tiffany, and I pretended to be happy for her. I flipped through a catalog and held it up to a nearby candle, hoping to check out the prices before I committed to anything. 

Ginger sidled up with her pen in hand and sat down next to me. “What do you say, Arcadia? Are you interested in becoming one of Tiffany’s first team members?”

“I’m not sure. Can’t I just buy a few products?”

She gave me a pouty look. “Oh, she was convinced you were going to be her first team member. I know you wouldn’t want to disappoint her,” she whispered to me as she leaned forward and touched my hand. 

She was wasting her time if she thought she could pressure me into doing anything I didn’t want to do. I was a Shabeaux, after all. “I think I’ll just stick with the products, but thanks anyway.” 

Ginger’s smile disappeared, and she sat up as rigidly as a mailbox post in her chair. “Suit yourself. Just let me know if you have any questions.”

“Will do,” I said to her back as she scurried away. “Can you believe this woman?” I asked Esme, who was scribbling on a piece of paper beside me. I couldn’t believe my eyes, but Esme was apparently signing up to be a part of Tiffany’s team. While the ladies chattered and passed around creams and bad-smelling lotions, I eased into the kitchen to get something to drink. It looked like the best thing about this entire “party” was the champagne punch Tiffany had left on the counter. There was only a little left, but it was all I needed to take the edge off this crazy event. My only question was, how did she make the punch purple?

Tiffany scurried into the kitchen. “What do you think, Arcadia? Isn’t she great? I’m getting so many orders, and just think, I make fifty percent of everything. Are you going to join my team? Did she ask you? Please say you will!”

I sipped champagne and frowned at the empty appetizer tray. “Probably not, Tiff. I’m not much of a salesperson. Remember the year I ate all the Girl Scout Cookies? Besides, I’ve got so much going on with the park and the campground, I just don’t know when I would have time to hock makeup. I will buy some products from you, of course.”

Tiffany’s eyes shone with tears. “Arcadia Shabeaux, the whole reason I’m doing this is for you, to help us out. I was planning on giving you a piece of the action because I thought it would help you get out of a hole. Goodness knows we all need the money, what with all the negative Bigfoot hype we’ve had lately. Why can’t you support me?”

For like the fourth time in the past half hour, I couldn’t believe my ears. “What are you talking about? Of course I support you. And I never asked you to do this. I’m not expecting you to pay Shabby Hearts’ bills. I’ll find a way, trust me.”

She dropped a few ice cubes in my glass and said, “Fine. Thanks for nothing.” Slack-jawed, I watched her walk away. I couldn’t believe my cousin, my best friend, would be mad at me because I didn’t want to join the Bevvy Jane cult. What was up with her? Luckily for me, Aunt Mavis came into the kitchen, also prowling around for something to drink.

“Does she have any beer in there?”

“I couldn’t tell you, Aunt Mavis. I didn’t plunder around in her refrigerator. I can’t believe you let that woman use you as a guinea pig. You’ve got red marks all over your face. You know that’s a bunch of bull, right?”

Aunt Mavis nibbled on a wheat cracker before she spat it out, then nodded in agreement. “Of course it is. All those sales mumbo-jumbo types get on my nerves, but hey, if it makes Tiffany feel better, I’m glad to do it.”

“Don’t tell me you’re thinking of joining the Bevvy Jane brigade, Private Mavis? And why are you out of uniform?”

“I’m undercover. What kind of fool do you think I am, Arcadia Marie? Of course I’m not joining the ranks of those purple-clad idiots. I’ve got a side hustle now, as they say on the streets. You know, a side gig. Pretty soon, nobody around here will need to do anything except cash the checks.”

“What are you talking about? Did you send off for that worm farm or something?” My mind raced with the possibilities of what scam Aunt Mavis could potentially be involved in. The list of her past exploits was long, too many to even count. And now with Uncle Ray Gene gone, she had no one to curb her gullibility about those late-night commercials that promised to make her rich overnight.

“Worm farms are so 1990. Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

I tossed back the rest of my drink and put the punch glass in the sink. “And that’s what worries me. Just promise me the feds are not going to come knocking on my door looking for you.”

“I’m already on their payroll. They know all about me, and I’m still waiting for my commendation. Those rat bastards.” She searched Tiffany’s refrigerator and didn’t find what she was looking for. “Dry as cracker dust in there. I’ve got to go home and get ready for work. Bye, Arcadia. Stay out of trouble.” 

“If that’s not the pot calling the kettle black,” I murmured as she walked away. I was tempted to follow her just to see what she’d gotten herself into, but Ginger was headed my way with a sales receipt. No way was I getting out of here without a roll of purple tape in my hand. 

Oh, well, it was a small price to pay for my best friend’s happiness. By the time Ginger figured up my bill, it was cheaper to become Tiffany’s team member. I would never have believed it when I walked into her trailer, but I was walking out a shiny new Bevvy Jane sales representative. 

All I had to do was sell a few hundred dollars’ worth of makeup by Tuesday, and I’d win the purple smock and the dragonfly pin. Tiffany’s big hug and smile took the sting out of the hundred-dollar check I wrote. 

God, what had my life become?
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Double Shabby

I was up before the birds and sitting on the front porch with a cup of coffee in my hand when I received the first text message. I tried to ignore the phone. Why had I brought it out here? Bad habit. It was too early to stare at the screen. I closed my eyes and focused on the wonderful smell of coffee until I heard the rumble of Gus’ old truck easing into Shabby Hearts. The truck’s red taillights glowed dully as he passed by me. He waved, and I waved back. The retired lumberman had been working a two-day shutdown at the Twinings-Hayes Chemical Plant. I hated that he was working again, but apparently, Rita Broussard, his on-again, off-again squeeze, wasn’t satisfied with his meager retirement savings. At least, that’s what I assumed. I was beginning to think Aunt Mavis was correct. 

Rita Broussard was not a nice person, not like she’d pretended to be when she moved in here. But this wasn’t Gus’ first rodeo, and I knew he was lonely since his wife passed. Who was I to give him advice on love? As far as Rita went, she was a model resident now that I’d evicted her drug-dealing “cousin” from the premises. She paid her rent on time and never mentioned her earlier Bigfoot encounter. 

I could see Aunt Mavis’ porch light flick off as I took another sip of my rich hot brew. What could my aunt be up to this morning? Last I heard, she was working on a “military” assignment that would hopefully move her up in the ranks. I’d given up hope she’d ever figure out she wasn’t in the Army. At this point, it was easier to play along with her and not remind her again and again that she had never been in the military. She’d been a lifelong schoolteacher until she retired a little less than a decade ago. Aunt Mavis’ brain had been fine until she’d flipped off her water skis. As I pointed out to her many times, she received a retirement check from the parish school system every month. 

I’d tried explaining it again recently. “Why would they send you a check, Aunt Mavis? Because you were a teacher, remember? See that picture? That’s you and your last class.” 

“But you don’t understand, dear.” Mavis dropped her voice and leaned toward me. “I was undercover.” And that was that. 

Oh, well. I couldn’t think about it right now. I had too much to do today, and the sooner I got started, the better. No way would I get the entire trailer park cleaned in one day, but I could at least remove the mold from three or four of the older trailers. Unfortunately, I couldn’t start power-washing until the residents were up and moving around. It was Saturday, after all. Most people liked sleeping in on the weekends, everyone except me. There was nothing stopping me from getting the community garden tidied up, and those tomato plants wouldn’t put themselves in the ground.

Yep. That’s what I’d do until about ten, work in the garden. If the residents weren’t up and out of bed by ten o’clock, well, too bad. 

And then my phone buzzed again. With an exasperated sigh, I read the screen. “What in the world?” My first text message of the day wasn’t from a resident or a family member, nor was it my daily horoscope. It was from Tiffany’s Bevvy Jane Sales Director, Ginger Price. 


Good morning, Price Power Players! It’s a beautiful day! Who’s ready to earn their first pair of dragonfly wings?



Naturally, Tiffany had responded first. 


Me! What do I have to do? 



She had added about a dozen smiley emojis to the end of her reply. 

Ginger wasted no time answering her question. 


Tell three people about the Bevvy Jane Career Opportunity. Send me their names and phone numbers and sell $150 in BJ products! Text me by five o’clock, and I’ll put your name at the top of the leaderboard. 



Esme chimed in now.


I’m on it too, Ginger!



I rolled my eyes and unfollowed the conversation. It didn’t help. Ginger sent me an individual message asking if I’d received the group text. I hoped this wasn’t how this business was going to go. I’d only signed up for Bevvy Jane because Tiffany and Ginger had guilted me into it. I had no intention of pushing cases of purple lipstick on my friends and family. Not much, anyway. I did want to make my money back if at all possible.

I read the message, Ginger, but I have to work today. I’ll have to earn my wings another time. 

She sent me a sad face emoji. 

The contest is over at five o’clock today. You sure you aren’t up to the challenge? Just three names and $150 in sales.

What was this woman’s problem?

I’m already challenged enough. But thanks anyway. 

I didn’t add an emoji because I couldn’t find a middle finger. I didn’t have time for this passive-aggressive nonsense. The Bevvy Jane Sales Director didn’t reply, but she apparently wasn’t giving up because Tiffany came sprinting out of her trailer in her Betty Boop pajamas, and by the look of her, she was heading in my direction. 

Oh, great. Don’t tell me Ginger sicced her on me. 

“Arcadia...” 

“You want some coffee, Tiff?” I hoped to redirect the conversation, but she wasn’t having any of it. I walked inside, abandoning the idea of beginning my day in silent meditation. She was right on my heels. Obviously, she’d slept in her makeup again, a bad habit she’d had since high school. Her already heavy eyeliner was smeared all over her face. 

“Sure, but I need to chat with you real quick. Do you have any half-and-half? I can’t drink your chicory without it.” 

“Nope. It’s black or nothing.”

She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror near the entryway and immediately began rubbing her raccoon eyes with her finger. “Fine.” 

“I have makeup remover, Tiffany. In the bathroom.” She sprinted off to get her freebie towelette and came back looking sort of normal. “If you’re here to talk about Ginger’s text, I don’t want to hear it. I have to power-wash trailers today, end of story. I already told her that. Did she send you over here?” I dumped about three teaspoons of sugar in her mug and handed it to her. 

To my surprise, she wasn’t disappointed. She stirred her coffee and grinned at me. “No, and thank goodness, because I want to be the first one in our unit to earn those dragonfly wings. I’m your recruiter.” 

“My what?” I asked her as I tried not to laugh at her. 

“Your recruiter. It’s up to you to spread your wings, pardon the pun, and find customers outside our mutual friends. Seriously, Arcadia. You, me, and Esme know pretty much the same folks. Is it too much to ask? I’ve gotta pay for Buddy, Partridge, and Elvis’ vet appointments.” 

I frowned at her. “Are you serious, Tiff? I told you the same thing last night, but you insisted that I join your team. I spent a hundred bucks plus tax on a Bevvy Jane kit, remember? I’m entitled to sell to whoever I want to. But may I remind you, I didn’t want to do this?” 

She sneezed and sloshed coffee on the cheap plastic flooring. Obviously, her springtime allergies were kicking in, or at least, that’s what she called them. I suspected she was allergic to her colony of cats, but she would never admit it. She set the cup down and began dabbing the coffee up with paper towels. “I know, I know, but can’t you sell outside the park? I’ve already got an order from Rita. I called her as soon as I got home last night, and she was sorry she couldn’t make the party. I think she had a date with Gus, but she spent well over a hundred bucks on that tape. Old ladies love that stuff, you know. Do you know Aunt Mavis bought almost the entire product line? She’s crazy about that tape.” 

“Tiffany, don’t tell me you sold Mavis anything. She’s not to be trusted with checks or debit cards. How much is she in for?” I opened the trash can for her so she could deposit the paper towels. 

“She’s good for it, and she believes in the Bevvy Jane products. Look, just do me a favor. Don’t sell to anyone in the park, at least not right away. I want those wings, girl. I really need a win in my life, what with Jeb gone and all.” 

I rolled my eyes. “You’ve got to get out more, Tiff.” Before I could talk her down, someone banged on my trailer door. “Who is it now?” I called as I handed my stressed-out bestie her mug again. 

“It’s me, Esme.” 

“Good Lord. I’m popular this morning,” I said under my breath. “Hey, girl. Come on in. I think I have some coffee left.”

“Okay, thanks.” Esme flashed her beautiful smile at me and joined Tiffany and me in the kitchen. “I see I’m not the first one here. You’ve got a lot of nerve going behind my back to get Rita, friend.” 

Tiffany ratcheted up her saggy blonde ponytail as if she were getting ready for a fight. Before she came back with a smartass comment, I asked, “Any chance either of you will help me power-wash today? I sure would appreciate the help.” 
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