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      Redemption comes to people in many ways.


                   —Rose Tattoo


       


       


       


      Rewriting the rules of Paradise did not come easy. But it did come, and I even managed to have a little fun along the way— fun with a few dollops of sadness, grief, and police activity tossed into the mix.


      It all started one icy January morning in 1974 when my husband, Herman, shuffled into the kitchen, sat in his chair, opened the Philadelphia Inquirer with a sharp flick of his wrists, and blustered. It was a horsy kind of sound that emanated from deep within his bowels, rose through his stomach and up into his throat, and came out through his lips.


      "World's coming to an end, Charlotte."


      The world had been coming to an end for twenty-three of the twenty-six years we had been married. It was right after the price of porterhouse steak climbed to ninety-five cents a pound that Herman had this epiphany.


      "Look here, Charlotte." Herman snapped his paper. "You know the end is coming when a man can't afford a good steak without taking out a second mortgage."


      "That's nonsense," I said as I refilled his cup. "The world is not coming to an end just because of the price of steak."


      But I should have known better than to say anything because Herman began announcing the imminent demise of life on Earth as we know it on a daily basis. That way I was certain no one could say Herman didn't see it coming.


      But the only world that ended was his. A massive brain hemorrhage knocked Herman to the floor like a two-hundredpound sack of russets. I was busy in the powder room at the time and only heard a loud thud.


      There wasn't much a fifty-one-year-old, slightly arthritic woman with only a smattering of first-aid skills could do in that situation. So I rested Herman's large and balding head in my lap and wept while I waited for the ambulance. It seemed the right thing to do.


      "I didn't actually see Herman fall," I told the driver. "But I heard a loud bang—no—more like a big thud, duller than a bang. I thought at first a hollow tree limb had fallen in the backyard. But . . . " I snuffed a tear, "it was Herman."
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      Unfortunately, it never occurred to Herman that he would ever actually die. I think Herman always figured he'd be around for the rapture and get taken up into heaven in a blink of an eye. As a result, Herman made no provision for his death that I knew about. I searched high and low for papers, anything that would give me a clue about what I was to do now. I didn't even know where to bury him, let alone how to pay for it.


      So after they took his body to the Gideon Funeral Home, I sat on the sofa and sobbed like a lost child for almost two hours until I decided I had no choice but to figure out what to do next. I rooted through drawers and boxes hoping to find an answer. At about nine o'clock that night I discovered a wrinkled life insurance policy with the Fuller Brush Company tucked away in the bottom of his samples bag. Herman was a Fuller Brush salesman, so I suppose it was the most reasonable place for him to keep the document. I doubt he ever read it. This had been the first time I ever went through his beloved samples bag. I felt a little criminal. He protected it like it held nuclear secrets.


      At least his funeral would be paid for and there would even be some cash left over for me to live on. I didn't have a career, not like Herman. He loved selling his wares door-to-door, and he was pretty good at it. I think it made him sad and even angry sometimes that I did not share his enthusiasm for brushes and cleaning supplies, although I did like to keep a clean house and bake pie. It was the one thing I was good at, and maybe if the Fuller Brush Company came out with a line of pie tins I might have been more enthusiastic.


      The day after I found the policy I called that nice James Deeter at the Combined Insurance Company. James was a dear. He came over early the next morning and held my hand and served me coffee and walked me through the final arrangements. I thought that I would have liked it if I had a son like James.


      He even drove me down to Gideon's so I could pick out a casket. Did you know that funeral homes have a casket showroom? I didn't. And I'm not too proud to admit that I felt a little woozy when I went inside and saw all the models. I counted fifteen different coffins and thought Herman might have been able to sell the Gideon's a boatload of lemon oil to keep those caskets gleaming the way they did.


      After that chore was finished and James headed back to the insurance office, I set out to find a reverend or pastor, someone who could give Herman a proper burial. I did not want Frank Gideon to drop him in a hole without some sort of service.


      I opened the yellow pages and found the number for Maple Tree Church of Faith—the church I attended as a child and into my teen years until I finally had my fill of people who said one thing on Sunday and lived another the rest of the week.


      Pastor Herkmeier agreed to bury Herman. Of course, he wasn't the pastor when I attended Maple Tree. That was eons ago, and I was certain that Pastor Virgil had long since retired or died. I took the bus to see Reverend Herkmeier after taking one of Herman's suits to the funeral home—he had six gray suits, exactly alike. He only wore white shirts (long sleeve in winter, short in summer) and skinny striped ties. I wondered if I should bring undershorts. I did just in case, a freshly bleached pair.


      The church stood right where it always had, down a country road and tucked away off the street in a clearing near some woods. But it was still only about a two-block walk from the bus stop. I didn't drive much. No need to really. We only had one car and Herman needed it for sales calls. He drove me pretty much everywhere I needed to go, and when he couldn't, SEPTA, the Southeast Public Transportation Authority, was happy to oblige. Riding the bus was always an adventure. You just never knew who you were going to meet or what you would see. One time I witnessed an actual purse-snatching as we drove past the Italian Market. The driver radioed the incident in, and everyone on the bus rushed to the driver's side for a better look. By then the perpetrator had bolted down Arch Street clutching the old woman's bag like a football.


      Generally, the passengers on board were cordial. If there wasn't a seat, I could always count on a nice young gentleman to offer me his. It made me feel special.


      Maple Tree Church was a pretty little chapel with bright red doors and a tall white steeple with a lightning rod that stood just a little taller than the trees. Seemed strange to me that God would need a lightning rod. Imagine that, zapping your own house. Of course, the building showed its age. Ivy or lichen or some such parasite greened-up the otherwise gray and silvery stone walls.


      After my two-block walk from the bus stop, I took a deep breath and went inside where a young woman in a tight, blue sweater greeted me. "Can I help you?"


      "My name is Charlotte Figg. I'm here to see Pastor Herkmeier."


      She looked at me over the top of her pointy glasses. "Go right in. He's expecting you." The woman sat about two feet from her desk, I supposed, in order to accommodate her extra large breasts that otherwise would have continually knocked her coffee cup over.


      I hesitated at the office door until Reverend Herkmeier, who stood behind a large oak desk strewn with books and papers, invited me inside.


      "Mrs. Figg. Come in, come in." His voice sounded like crushed velvet. "I am indeed sorry for your loss."


      He indicated a leather chair—the kind with brass buttons all around. I sat and locked my ankles around the feet of the chair just in case the temptation to run struck me. The pastor, a tall, Lincolnesque man with a ski-slope nose and a high forehead that reached clear back to his ears, twiddled his thumbs on top of the desk. I made a mental note. Twiddlers, in my opinion, were the nervous sort and not to be trusted.


      I imagined him in a Roman toga and wearing an ivy wreath around his bald spot. The vision relaxed me enough to speak. That was a trick I learned from my mother. She always imagined people in "alternate capacities" as she called it. She said, "Charlotte, some folks just can't be taken for who they say they are. You have to imagine their true selves and go with that." Which is why she said she always imagined my father in a tweed jacket with elbow patches. Daddy owned his own plumbing and heating company, but he wanted to write stories and live like Ernest Hemingway.


      "Thank you for doing this, Pastor," I said.


      "Of course, of course, Mrs. Figg." He twiddled with a tad more gusto. "I suppose the standard funeral service would be sufficient. Or did you have something special in mind?"


      Special. The word stung like a mosquito. I think I might have even swatted it away with the back of my hand. There was nothing special about Herman's life, so why make his funeral into something extraordinary? Humdrum summed his life up best. Perhaps that was why Herman blustered every morning.


      "No, no thank you, nothing special."


      "That's fine. I can meet you at the funeral home—Gideon's, correct?—at ten o'clock on Thursday. Is that time enough to make arrangements and gather family and friends?"


      I chewed my left index fingernail, still ruminating on what was special about Herman. "Unless you think it would be all right to bury him with his samples bag," I said. "I mean, Herman loved that bag. The feel of it, the smell. Kept it right near the bedside every single night. It was like his best friend."I scratched an itch above my right eye. "I think he liked that bag more than me," I whispered.


      "Excuse me, Mrs. Figg. Did you say something?"


      "Oh, no, no—but about that samples bag."


      "Just be sure to bring it to the funeral home," Pastor Herkmeier said. "I'm certain they'll accommodate you. Frank Gideon is a good man. I once buried a woman with her cocker spaniel. They died on the same day. Can you believe that? I mean, what are the odds of—"


      I coughed.


      "I'm sorry, Mrs. Figg. Now, how about music? My wife, Lucinda, will be pleased to play the piano during the viewing time. She plays a lovely rendition of 'In the Garden.' She can sing it also, if you like."


      I nodded. The viewing. Odd the things you don't think about when planning a funeral until you have to. Imagine that, people filing past Herman's dead body. When everything was planned, I thanked the pastor, waited for the bus, and rode home. I did all this without shedding a single tear.


      But I will admit that walking into my house that afternoon was one of the most difficult things I have ever done. I stood on the stoop in the freezing air for half a minute or so before opening the front door. Maybe it was just a dream. But no.


      Herman was gone, yet the house still smelled like him—a mixture of Old Spice, lemon oil, and cedar spray. I could feel his presence everywhere, especially when I stubbed my toe for the gazillionth time on his oversized La-Z-Boy recliner in the living room. It was pointed right straight toward the Magnavox TV. I had never sat in the chair—not once.


      I flopped on the sofa, and the first tear of the day rolled down my cheek and splashed on my knee. "Now, why are you crying, Charlotte Figg? Tears are not going to bring Herman back." But reprimanding myself didn't make the tears stop or help me make sense of this. So there I sat in my hat and heavy coat—the one with the fuzzy collar—and cried like a baby."Herman, you idiot. Now what am I going to do?"


      The phone rang and startled the bejeebers out of me.


      "Hello," I said with my palm on my thumping chest.


      "Charlotte? What's the matter with you?"


      "Mother," I said.


      "I've been trying to reach you for hours. Where in the heck were you? I know something is wrong, Charlotte. Did that Herman finally haul off and hit you? I knew this day was coming. I knew—"


      "Mother," I said with as much force as I could muster. "I have to tell you something."


      I could hear her nervous breathing. "I knew it. I just knew it," she said. "And you know about my feelings, Charlotte."


      I did. My mother had a feeling that JFK would be assassinated, and to this day she feels guilty for not informing the Secret Service? Right then, she made a solemn vow she would never let another feeling go by without informing the proper governmental agency or individual.


      "Mother. Herman is dead."


      "What? When? Oh, dear me, Charlotte did you finally lose your mind and—"


      "Mother. Don't be ridiculous."


      "It's a valid question, Charlotte. Now tell me what happened."


      I told her the story and waited for the reply I knew would come. My mother, Lillian DeSalle, now seventy-two and living at the Cocoa Reef Retirement Village in Tampa Bay, Florida, never liked Herman.


      "Well, Charlotte. I am sorry, now. I truly am. But—"


      "Mother. Please don't. Not today."


      "When's the funeral? Did you use Gideon? They took good care of your father, God rest his soul."


      In my mind, I could see her look to the heavens, pick up his framed image, now enshrined on the telephone table next to a perpetual electric candle and a bouquet of plastic roses, and kiss his nose.


      "Yes, Mother. I went to Gideon, and Pastor Herkmeier from our old church is going to do the service."


      "Herkmeier? Who is Herkmeier? What happened to Pastor Virgil?"


      "He's dead."


      "I'll be on the next plane, Charlotte. Don't bother coming to the airport; I know you can't drive—"


      "I can too drive. I just—"


      "Never mind that. I'll taxi out to your house."


      I hung up the phone, oddly comforted that the one and only Lillian DeSalle was coming to visit.
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      Later that same day, my neighbor Midge from down the street came over with a chicken pot pie. "I thought it might help take the chill off," she said. It was in a pretty white casserole dish decorated with delicate rosebuds and smelled like celery and comfort. Midge was only a couple of years older than me but already a grandmother to three boys. She liked to wear polka dots and stripes and her blondish hair short like Doris Day's.


      "Please stay," I said. "I think I still have Jell-O in the fridge for dessert."


      "With fruit?"


      I twisted my mouth. "Sorry, Midge, I didn't have the gumption to add fruit this time. It's just red."


      "I understand. Do you have Reddi-wip?"


      I shook my head no.


      Midge and I ate chicken pot pie and talked about Herman and insurance policies until nearly nine o'clock. I walked her to the foyer, turned on the porch light, pulled open the door, and in tumbled my mother.


      "Charlotte," she said after she regained her balance. "I had my hand on the knocker. Didn't you hear me at the door?"


      "Mother, I'm sorry. I didn't know you were there. I was just seeing Midge home."


      Midge peeked out from behind me and wiggled her fingers."Hi."


      "Hello," Mother said.


      I raised my eyebrows at Midge. "I'll see you later. Thanks for the pot pie."


      "Thanks for the Jell-O."


      My mother stood there looking at me like I had deliberately tried to make her stumble.


      "I wasn't expecting you until the morning," I said.


      "Took an earlier flight." She stepped into the living room while I retrieved her gray Samsonite from the front porch.
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      My mother and I sat in the kitchen for an hour or so, nervously avoiding conversation while engaging in small talk.


      "Do you need anything, Charlotte? Did that bum leave you insurance?"


      There, she said it. Lillian DeSalle had come to the point.


      "Don't call him a bum. And yes, I think I'll have plenty of money to live on. Maybe I'll get a job."


      "You? What can you do? I told you you'd regret not finishing secretarial school. I told you a career should come first but no, no, you were in love." She made a dismissive, wavy motion with her hand.


      "Mother."


      She looked into my eyes and then reached out with her thumb and wiped a tear from my cheek. "I just wanted more for you."


      My mother had been a buyer for John Wanamaker Department Store in Center City, Philadelphia. She had loved her work and thought every woman should have a career. She had worked hard and collected nearly a dozen awards for a job well done.


      "Husbands are a dime a dozen, but a good career for a woman is hard to find," she had said.


      "I know you always wanted my best, Mother. But did I really do that terrible?"


      "Terribly," she said.


      And that was pretty much how things went until the day of the funeral, which turned out mostly nice. Pastor Herkmeier did a fine job. I smiled and greeted the mourners as best I could, while my mother stood by with her long fingers intertwined in front and a practiced funeral face.


      It was good to have Midge with me. She wore a navy dress with a white collar, white shoes with dark blue buckles, and a little sailor hat tipped to the left on her head. I never asked why she had felt the need to wear a sailor hat and only told her how glad I was that she came. I dressed in black except for secret pink undergarments with white lace edging that helped me feel a little less dismal. My mother made certain that I carried a small flask of cooking sherry tucked inside my purse in case I felt faint. As I remember, I might have taken three or four sips.


      At one point, Gideon's viewing room was standing room only, jammed to the jalousies with Fuller Brush salesmen from all over the region. I had never seen so many gray suits, polished black shoes, and fedoras at one time.


      "My goodness," Mother said after she had shaken the hand of the thirteenth salesman, "but these men all look like they popped right off some assembly line. When I was buying for Wanamaker, I met many salespeople and—"


      I had to touch her shoulder. "Not here."


      She took a breath and sidled near Herman's coffin.


      "I'm sorry about Herman, Mrs. Figg," said a tall, skinny man who introduced himself as the regional sales manager."He was one of our best." Then he slid an orange Fuller Brush letter opener into Herman's breast pocket. He smiled at me, plopped his gray hat on his head, and hurried out into the gray day.


      By the time the funeral was over, Herman had been buried with twenty-nine letter openers in his pocket, his samples bag tucked at his left hand, and his gray fedora grasped neatly in his right hand. And there he was, Herman Quincy Figg, on his way to that final sales call in heaven. At least I hoped it was heaven.
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      Mother left that evening.


      "My taxi is here," she said, looking out the window. "Now, you call me if you need anything. Anything at all."


      "Thank you for coming, Mother. I'll be fine. I have everything I need."


      She stood near the front door while the driver took her bag to the cab. She looked into my face like she was drilling for oil with her eyes. "Whatever happened to that feisty girl who climbed trees and could throw a baseball better than any boy?"


      "She got married."


      Mother pointed at my heart. "She might still be in there."


      "Call me when you get home." I kissed her cheek.


      "By the way, I couldn't help but notice your dish towels could use a splash of Clorox, and don't put chicken bones in the disposal, dear. Not good for the blades."


      Once the taxi was out of sight, I went into the house, locked the door, and cried.
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      Three days later I met Lucky.


      I opened the front door at around eight in the morning and in bounded the ugliest, hairiest mutt I had ever seen. He had wiry whiskers and eyebrows, and he looked for all the world like Nikita Khrushchev. His white paws reminded me of little girl anklets. With only a gnarled thumb—about the size of a Vienna sausage—for a tail, he went straight for Herman's chair, sniffed first, and took advantage of its cushiony comfort. He sat on his haunches, with his tongue lolled out, and panted like he had won a marathon.


      My intruder barked once with a bark that seemed to emanate from deep within his bowels and then barrel through his stomach, up his throat, and out his snout. I stood there in a quasi state of shock with my hand still on the opened door. I thought Herman had come back to me in a dog's body but chalked it up to imagination.


      The dog let go a second blustery bark.


      "How rude," I said. "You can't just barge into a person's house like this and . . . and sit in her chair and . . . and bluster like her dead husband. Now go on home."


      The dog scooted outside, but he camped in the yard for three days. Every so often I heard one of his barks and I felt sorry for him. So after some consideration, I invited him in and gave him three shampoo baths in a galvanized bucket in the backyard in the cold. I wore one of Herman's suit jackets because I didn't want to get my own clothes wet and soiled with dog grime. I dried him off with one of my good Egyptian cotton bath towels, which I subsequently dubbed Lucky's towel. About halfway through the drying I smiled when it occurred to me that if Herman had witnessed this he would have yelled something awful at me for sacrificing one of our good towels to the dog's cause.


      I named him Lucky and bought him a black collar with purple rhinestones. It had been the first real financial decision, besides choosing a solid oak casket, I had made since Herman's surprising demise.


      "There you go, Lucky." I clasped the collar around his skinny neck. "Guess this makes it official." He licked my face.


      I found it easy to talk to Lucky, and I appreciated his affection, but I still felt like I was banging into walls with no direction. Kind of like a pinball but without all the bells and whistles and music and points.


      Then one day Lucky came home with the neighbor's mail.


      "Bad dog, Lucky," I said. "You mustn't steal mail. It's a federal offense, you know."


      Lucky looked dejected at first but then he wagged his preposterously stubby tail and all was forgiven.


      I rifled through the small stack bound with a rubber band that held the advertisements inside an RV magazine called Road Tripper. My eyebrows lifted. "I didn't know the Parsons had a recreational vehicle," I told Lucky. "I've never seen it, but Evie and Lewis do seem to be gone for long stretches several times a year."


      Out of curiosity, I thumbed through the periodical and stopped when I saw a small block of type with bold letters pierced by a canine incisor that read:


       


      For Sale, Nice-looking double-wide.


      Contact: Fergus Wrinkel, Paradise Trailer Park.


       


      A small image of a light gray trailer with wide windows and awnings with hanging baskets of pink and purple trailing verbena caught my eye. The sun setting in the distance painted ribbons of orange and lilac across a sky the color of my favorite copper-bottom frying pan. I was filled with a sudden burst of wanderlust.


      My heart beat as fast as the mashed potato setting on my Mixmaster. "Paradise." I said the word with a come-hither tone. Not that I had planned it. It just came out that way."Imagine that, Lucky. We could move to"—I took another breath and exhaled the word—"Paradise." I rubbed my arms. Just the thought of living in a place called Paradise gave me goose pimples. But I closed the magazine, banded all the mail together, and dropped it on the dining room table.


      "Charlotte Louise Figg," I said right out loud. "What are you saying? You can't up and move to Paradise. What would Herman think?"


      I made a cup of tea, sat at the dining table, and stared at the rolled-up magazine. I kept touching it and knocking it around. Finally, I couldn't stand it anymore and opened to the page with the beautiful little trailer and nearly swooned over the verbena.


      That afternoon I purchased the trailer, sight unseen, from Fergus Wrinkel, manager of The Paradise Trailer Park.
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      Six weeks later Lucky and I set out for our new home. I sold my house to a nice young couple—Jorge and Olivia Gonzalez. Jorge had just gotten a job as a produce supervisor at the Save- A-Lot supermarket, and Olivia was six months pregnant with their first child.


      I left them the washer and dryer; all of the furniture except a Tiffany lamp, the beds, my lovely flowery sofa, and two chests of drawers; and various and sundry kitchen items like pots and pans, utensils, and my pie tins. I wanted to leave them Herman's La-Z-Boy. Jorge liked it.


      "Look at this, Livie," he said as he settled the chair into its full reclining position. "I can rest here after work."


      Olivia smiled. "Don't go thinking you'll be doing much resting, Jorge." She patted her bulging belly.


      But no dice. Lucky wouldn't have it. He snarled and grabbed Jorge's pant leg and tried to pull him off the chair.


      "Oh, my goodness gracious. I am so sorry." I rushed over and grabbed the dog by the collar. "Lucky likes the chair."


      "No problem, Mrs. Figg. He didn't hurt me or nothin'," Jorge said. "I'll get a new one."


      I smiled and handed him a set of house keys. "I'll leave the second set on the kitchen counter. And I also made a note with the names and numbers of the plumber, the electrician, the man who fixes my—um—your washer and dryer. Trash comes on Tuesday and Friday, and the mail is delivered by noon. If the heater goes off, just call Simon. He'll come right out. The man can fix anything, even if it's not broken. Every so often the shutters on the attic window bang against the house in a high wind, so don't get frightened and . . . " I stopped talking.


      It was at that moment that I saw the reality of home ownership strike terror into the hearts of the nice young couple. Their eyes bugged out like cartoon characters.


      "It is an old house," I said. "But she's a good house. And oh, I left you a pie—blueberry. And whipped cream in the fridge."Once I had gotten the agreement of sale, my baking desires returned. "And, Jorge, make sure you check the freezer gasket. It might need replacing."


      Olivia reached out and pulled me close for a hug. It surprised me a little. "Thank you, Mrs. Figg. Good luck in Paradise," she said. "I think it's wonderful, a woman your age doing such a thing."


      "Why, thank you, young lady." And that was when I was suddenly filled with a sense of my own mortality, of time shifting, of the world belonging to the young. It gave me a funny feeling in my gut. There had to be something more waiting for me in Paradise. There just had to be.


      That evening after supper—a TV dinner of Salisbury steak with French fries and a tiny peach cobbler—I called my mother.


      "I sold the house and I'm moving to Paradise." I said the words fast because it was easier that way.


      She fell silent for a good long time until she finally said, "Is this you, Charlotte?"


      "Yes, Mother. It's me."


      "Well, I just don't understand what the dickens you are talking about. Are you trying to tell me you're joining Herman in Paradise? Who believes that rat is even in Paradise. And—"


      "Mother. Don't be ridiculous. I mean Paradise Trailer Park. I bought one."


      "One what?"


      "Trailer. They call it a double-wide."


      She dropped the phone.


      "Are you there?" I asked. "Are you all right?"


      A minute later I heard her breathing again. "Yes, I'm here. I thought I heard you say the word double-wide. But you must have said, filled with pride, dear. You're just filled with pride over something."


      "No, Mother. I said I bought a double-wide trailer."


      "Oh, Charlotte. I cannot believe my ears."


      And she hung up.
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      I naturally inherited Herman's Ford Galaxy convertible— candy apple red with whitewall tires. The paint shimmered in the sunlight like a bright ruby ring. He spent hours washing and polishing the thing like it truly was a precious jewel.


      That nice James Deeter from the insurance company came over with two of his buddies, and they helped lug the heavy stuff and boxes to the short utility trailer named The Little Tough Guy I rented from Skip Cozy at the Texaco station. Skip told me to return it to any other Texaco close to my destination. I packed it with my most precious belongings, including two tall trophies I had stored in the attic from my softball days. I played second base for the Clifton Canaries right up until I married Herman and he told me that playing ball was for children and my trophies did not belong in the living room. I packed the trophies with newspapers and tucked them securely between two boxes of kitchen items.


      Midge said she would help pack but she never showed up. Maybe Midge's gallbladder attacked her again. It usually did when there was work to be done. But that was okay. There wasn't much packing left to do after I decided she probably wasn't coming. Just clothes, some books—most of which I never read front to back—and my plate collection. My favorite came clear from Paris and had a picture of the Eiffel Tower at night on it. I forget how I came to acquire it. Herman might have gotten it on one of his business trips. Anyhoo, I packed everything I cared to pack. When we finished, I served James and his friends cherry pie and cold milk, which they ate sitting on the floor in my empty living room.


      Lucky and I planned to set out for Paradise early on the morning of Tuesday, March 5.
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      We stopped to say good-bye to Midge at a quarter past seven that morning. I pulled the loaded-down Galaxy into Midge's driveway, but I had never pulled a trailer before and the back driver's side wheel snagged on Midge's mailbox and yanked it out of the lawn, taking a bed of roses, two cast-iron garden gnomes, and six feet of lawn with it. The lamp I had shoved into the backseat, minus its shade and bulb, poked a hole through the convertible roof.


      "My gnomes," Midge cried. "You killed them."


      "My roof," I cried. "Herman will kill me." But then my eyebrows arched and I felt better. Even Herman's bluster could not reach me now.


      I climbed under the little trailer and recovered two twelveinch gnomes with white beards and red jerkins. "They're alive, Midge. Just a bit soiled. A good hosing will take care of it." I handed them to Midge. "I'm sorry. I'm trying to get used to driving a car again, and one with a trailer wobbling behind, for goodness sake. Not as easy as it looks when you see them whizzing past you on the highway."


      "It's okay." She sniffed.


      Midge and I stood in the cold for a few minutes. She clutched the gnomes to her chest. "Now, you're sure about this," she said. "Change is always hard, especially when you're used to the same."


      "The same?"


      "You know, the same voices, smells, the same way of doing things day to day. And now that's changing. I just thought it might be hard."


      "But change can be good too, right?"


      "Sometimes." She clutched her gnomes to her chest. "I only want what's best for you. Lord knows you deserve it after all you endured."


      I felt the corners of my eyes crinkle as I smiled. Midge knew more than I thought she did. "It will be. I can't wait to see my new home in Paradise."


      After we pulled the brass floor lamp from the backseat and sealed the hole with about six yards of duct tape, we said our final good-bye.


      "I'll miss you," Midge said.


      "I'll miss you too."


      "You're sure you want to do this?"


      "I am. It just . . . it just feels right." I took a deep breath and turned the key in the ignition.
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      The road to Paradise was paved with asphalt. I had written out the directions on a piece of notebook paper that I had to keep referring to in order to stay on course.


      It wasn't long before I saw a sign for the Jack Frost Ski Resort. "Lucky, I am so excited. Did you see that sign? This is where we get off the turnpike. Start looking for the Paradise Trailer Park. It's supposed to be not far from the exit." I felt my spirit soar like I was riding the Wildcat Coaster on the Ocean City Boardwalk.


      I had driven about thirteen miles when I saw a sign for Shoops Borough. I glanced at my directions, "This is it, Lucky. Mr. Wrinkel said I need to drive through Shoops and look for a sign to Bright's Pond and then right after that we'll see another sign for Paradise Trailer Park."


      Shoops was a big small town. We passed through it quickly and only had to stop at two red lights. Then I saw a sign that read, "Welcome to Bright's Pond. Home of the World's Largest Blueberry Pie."


      "Would you look at that? Home of the world's largest blueberry pie. I knew this was the right place for us. Imagine that, a town that understands the importance of pie."


      Soon we were driving through the quaintest little town I had ever seen. We passed a small church across the street from a large Victorian house. There was a delightful-looking diner called the Full Moon Café. I would have stopped in for a cup of coffee and a piece of pie, but a quick glance at my watch told me I'd better head on toward Paradise. I had told Mr. Wrinkel we'd be there around noon.


      Just a few minutes later I pulled The Little Tough Guy up a hill. When we reached the top I saw two spectacular and large green, orange, and yellow painted palm trees with wide leaves and coconuts on either side of a driveway on my left. A neon rainbow arch connected them. The word Paradise blinked on and off in the rainbow. I was so surprised I drove right past them and nearly crashed into a truck carrying logs.


      "Goodness gracious, Lucky, did you see those palm trees?"


      I slammed on the breaks and nearly jackknifed The Little Tough Guy. But fortunately, he stayed upright. I negotiated a tricky U-turn, much to the dismay of the log driver, and headed back for the palm trees. Lucky and I drove under the rainbow into Paradise. He was so happy riding on the front seat with his tongue lolled out and wearing a wide smile. He barked twice as if to say, "We're home."


      I slowed to a turtle's pace over the speed bumps. Multicolored trailer homes lined up like crayons in a box on either side of the street. In the periphery of my eye, I caught sight of another sign that read MANAGER and pointed a brown-painted finger toward a long green trailer nestled inside a grove of trees. Two tiny pink neon flamingoes flanked what I assumed to be the front door, and the word MANAGER, also in pink neon, hung over the top.


      "That must be Fergus Wrinkel's office," I told Lucky. I parked on the street behind a red Datsun and heaved a huge sigh of relief that my trailer didn't capsize on the way over the speed bumps, crack open like an egg, and dump all my worldly possessions on the road.


      I lingered in the car and took in the sights. The park seemed pleasant enough with groves of trees and trailers with awnings and white picket fences. Some had flower gardens with tiny gnomes like Midge's. I saw pink flamingoes standing on one leg, angel statues, and clotheslines. Other trailers looked disheveled, with weeds and overgrown grass and hanging-down, dilapidated metal roofs. Just about every single one displayed an American flag. Remnants of the last snowfall were still evident in dirty, exhaust-painted snow heaped in the shade of the trailers. Two women dodged a couple of potholes as they walked down the road. One carried grocery bags while the other pushed a stroller. When they saw me, they disappeared as quickly as snipers.


      "Well they looked nice," I said. "Younger than me, but nice enough. Just a little shy, I guess."


      I draped my arm around Lucky. "Just like any old neighborhood, I suppose. Now you stay here a minute while I fetch the keys to our house from Mr. Wrinkel."


      I saw no bell button, so I pulled open the rickety screen door. My knock made a tinny, hollow sound. I waited what I thought was enough time and then knocked again. The door opened slowly. One eye, one ear, and a nose peeked from the side.


      "Hello," I said. "I'm looking for Mr. Wrinkel."


      Nothing.


      "My name is Charlotte Figg." I spoke a little louder in case the ear was hard of hearing. I couldn't tell if I spoke to a young ear or an elderly ear. "I purchased the double-wide on Mango Street. I called and told Mr. Wrinkel I'd be arriving today. About this time." I'm not sure why, but at the end of each sentence my voice rose as though I asked a question. It just came out like I wasn't very sure, and I hoped the person behind the door wouldn't think I was a crackpot.


      The door opened a trifle more, and I stood eye-to-eye with a woman exactly my height who had mussed strawberry-blonde hair and sad eyes. At least I thought they were sad. Dark shadows circled below their dark depths, but they also held a hint of sparkle like sunken treasure. I felt a thud in the pit of my stomach as I gazed at her in the silence. I covered my reaction with a smile.


      "He ain't here," the woman said. "Gone on down to the hardware store in Shoops."


      "Are you Mrs. Wrinkel?"


      "Yes." She looked down at her feet or my feet, I couldn't tell which.


      "Could you please give me the key? I'd like to get settled." I tried to sound more authoritative.


      "Key's down there. Fergus don't keep keys in the house. Look under the mat or a rock or something. You'll find it."


      I stared at the woman a moment longer before she backed away and closed the door. I heard the lock turn.


      Back in the car, I spoke to Lucky. "That was an odd welcome, wasn't it? I certainly did not expect trumpeters announcing my arrival, but a considerate 'It's nice to meet you' would have been nice."


      I drove slowly down the rough road. The hilly terrain forced me to keep an eye on The Little Tough Guy as we navigated over potholes and speed bumps. The trailer park gave off a summer camp vibe, complete with the odor of mold and pine.


      I had no trouble finding the intersection and negotiated the right-hand turn with only the sound of what I thought was one box tumbling in the back. Stretched out between two other mobile homes, one sky blue and the other brown, sat my long double-wide trailer. It still had the scrawny FOR SALE sign stuck in a small patch of brown lawn I assumed was the front yard. I could not believe my eyes and blinked so hard I just nearly missed by a tail-length hitting a cat that darted out between two parked cars. I pulled onto a cement pad just wide and long enough to fit the Galaxy. The trailer hung out on the street like a big toe.


      Lucky let loose a loud, blustery bark.


      "I wish you wouldn't do that, boy," I said. "It gives me the willies."


      Lucky bounded out of the car and wasted no time marking his territory. I stood near the Galaxy and stared. "Oh, dear," I said. "It's the color of the inside of an Andes Mint. This is not the trailer I saw in the magazine; that one was gray with a purple stripe and awnings and hanging baskets. This one is old and grungy." Lucky bounded over to me and rested his muddy paws on my waist. "Look at it, Lucky, it's awful." Lucky licked my face and then dropped down. He scampered back to a small clump of trees still laden with snow around the trunks. He turned the piles from white to yellow in no time flat.


      "My sentiments exactly," I murmured.


      It was nearly noon. Cold and breezy air had rushed in like a cantankerous child, swirling up leaves on the ground and mussing my hair. I grabbed my handbag and heavy sweater out of the car and buttoned it all the way down. Since I wore a dress my calves were chilled like I always think chicken legs must be chilled when they run around their yards.


      "This can't be it? Can it?" I checked for a trailer number. I bought number 19 and for a moment—a brief, shining moment—I thought I must be looking at the wrong trailer while I tried to locate a house number. But no, right smack dab on the front of the broken-down monstrosity was the number 19 in black paint, partially hidden by a dying yew bush. I made a mental note; cut down the ugly yew.


      Lucky sniffed his way back to me. "This is it, boy. This is our new home, but something's not right. There must be a mistake. Maybe there are two Paradise Trailer Parks. Maybe we came to the wrong one. Maybe we drove into an alternate universe, you know? Like in the Twilight Zone?" Lucky shook his head and rattled his tags.


      I spied an unusual rock, pitch-coal and shiny black, sitting near the cement slab like a hand had placed it there with intention. "I wonder, Lucky. You suppose our key could be hiding under that funny rock?" I kicked it over with my toe and uncovered a brass key.


      A path made from splintered wood planks led to a small, square porch that looked more like an afterthought than a planned part of the trailer. It was really little more than a low deck with a slanted roof tacked onto the metal siding.


      "Come on, Lucky," I called. "We might as well take a look inside." Walking down the wooden path was both odd and charming as we made clip-clop sounds reminiscent of a Western movie. The sounds echoed in the stillness of the park.


      I took a breath and turned the key. I let my breath out when I heard the lock click. I turned the knob and nothing. The door stuck. I gave it a push with my hip and shoulder and when it swung open the smell that blew out nearly knocked me to the ground.


      "Something must have died in there!" The smell, a mixture of rot, mildew, and ages-old cigarette smoke, gagged me. Lucky scrabbled past me into the trailer to check it out first. He barked and I nearly tumbled feet-over-teacups off the deck when two large, mangy beasts scampered between my legs."Oh, my goodness gracious. Were those raccoons?" Lucky barked and raced off to see what else he could find.


      I stepped further inside, not far, maybe twelve or thirteen inches, alert to the possibility of more stampeding wildlife. I felt chilled and thought this must be what it feels like to be a sockeye salmon in a can, cold and totally out of my element. Linoleum the color of the inside of an eggplant partially covered the floor. A thick, bilious shag rug spewed over the rest of it. Someone had paneled the walls with dark, thin paneling and covered the ceiling with white tiles, the kind with a million tiny holes. Some of the tiles had yellow stains and their bulging fat bellies hung over the living room.


      I walked into the small kitchen area and noticed one of the cabinet doors had fallen off its hinges. A tear rolled down my cheek and into my mouth.


      "Oh, Lucky. What have I done?"
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      A rickety card table stood under the kitchen bay window. An ash tray filled with old cigarette butts sat in the middle of the table. I set my purse down, pulled out the chair, brushed off the seat with my hand, and sat. The chair wobbled as though one of the legs was shorter than the others.


      Lucky rested his head on my knee and looked at me from underneath his wiry eyebrows.


      "It's not right, Lucky. I . . . we can't live here." And for the first time since he died, I wished Herman was there to tell me what to do. I'm not sure how long I sat there until a knock at the door startled me out of my reverie. Lucky barked and went to investigate.


      "Yoo-hoo, yoo-hoo. Excuse me, yoo-hoo, excuse me. Charlotte? Charlotte Figg?"


      "Hello," I called. "I'm in the kitchen." If you could call it that.


      A woman wearing a heavy brown sweater with a wide collar over a long linen skirt and black boots walked toward me. She had a nice smile, twinkly eyes, and gobs of bright red, curly hair partially controlled by a long Peter Max scarf. I thought I saw an artist's paintbrush sticking out of the nest that was her head. Lucky stayed right with her, ready to defend me if necessary.


      "I'm your neighbor, Rose Tattoo. Welcome to Paradise."


      "Thank you," I said without really meaning it.


      She looked around the trailer. "So what do you think?" She patted Lucky's head, and I thought I saw green vines tattooed on her hand. I thought to mention it but didn't in case she had some sort of weird, embarrassing physical affliction.


      I averted my eyes. "It's . . . not what I expected."


      Rose leaned against the small turquoise stove. "Asa—you haven't met him yet, but he takes care of things around here— thought you might be some kind of international spy looking for a place to hide out incognito. I told him he was nuts. But he insisted. Who else would buy this place except a spy needing a place to hide? That's what he said."


      "I can assure you I am not a spy."


      "Didn't think so." She gave Lucky a rub behind the ears."He's a nice doggie. Kind of a mix, a mutt. He'll certainly fit in around here. But what in the heck happened to his tail?"


      "I don't know. He came that way and we're not staying."


      "What? Now, why in the world would you go to all the trouble of buying a trailer and then not stay? You sure you're not a spy or something?" She touched her hair. "Would you look at that? This is my number two brush. I was looking all morning for it and here it is in my head."


      I fought back an urge to laugh. "For the last time, I am not a spy. I just . . . just . . . " I had to choke back tears. "I hate it. But I'm glad you found your brush."


      "Well, what were you expecting? Didn't you know what you bought?"


      I shook my head. "No, I thought I bought this." I pulled the picture of the trailer in the magazine out of my purse.


      Rose looked at the image and clicked her tongue several times. "Looks like Fergus pulled a fast one." She tapped it with her brush. "What you got there is a picture of the Frost sisters' trailer."


      "Frost sisters?"


      "They live on the other side of Paradise." She snorted air out her nose. "Now, that sounds a bit ominous, doesn't it? I just mean they have some land and live in that trailer you got in your hand."


      Rose tried to rehang the cabinet door. It fell right back off with a slam. "It's not that bad, Charlotte. You can fix it up. Make it just how you want it, you know. Some new carpet, a new ceiling, take down that awful paneling, some new paint, appliances, furniture. It just needs a little . . . okay, a lot of TLC."


      I swallowed the lump in my throat. "TLC? TLC? But it has raccoons. Raccoons!"


      Rose laughed. "Sometimes they break in through the back windows to get out of the cold. It happens all the time, especially in the vacant trailers. But I'm sure they ran away and probably won't come back now that you're here."


      All I could do was sit and stare at this woman who seemed an eccentric combination of leftover flower child and cheerleader.


      Rose brushed crumbs, or rat poison for all I knew, from the kitchen counter. "I'll help you, Charlotte. I'll help you fix it up." She pushed the brush behind her ear.


      For a moment I imagined the trailer with awnings and hanging baskets of trailing verbena and clean windows with pretty curtains, a sparkly new porch and shingled roof and little lights along the wooden path, pretty pink carpet and my furniture. Then I shook that stupidity from my brain.


      "It would take forever to get it fixed and cleaned and painted. What it needs is some well-placed dynamite and a fur trapper."I put my head in my hands. "What would Herman say?"


      "Herman?" Rose asked.


      "My dead husband. I can hear him now, shouting at me from his grave. 'Caveat emptor, Charlotte. Caveat emptor.' Let the buyer beware."


      Rose smiled and revealed crinkly wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. "But he's not here. And he can't say that to you, not anymore."


      I looked out the window at the trees, leafless and tall with their branches reaching out to the sky and to me like giant, gnarled fingers.


      "I think I need to go speak with Mr. Wrinkel and tell him I want my money back."


      Rose cleared her throat. "Fergus is a tough cookie, Charlotte."


      "But he sounded so nice on the phone."


      "Of course he did. He just sold you a piece of—"


      I looked up. "I know. Believe me, I know about salesmen. But I have to try. Come on, Lucky."


      I left Rose standing in the kitchen and backed the Galaxy onto the street, unhitched the trailer, and left it where it sat, not giving a fat patooty who it might offend.
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      I parked behind the red Datsun again and attempted to muster up my courage, rehearsing what I would say. It might have been ten minutes, it could have been only five, but I finally went to the door and knocked. Once, twice, three times and then I saw that same set of sad eyes peer out at me.


      "I told you," she said the instant she opened the door."Fergus ain't here. Didn't you find the key?"


      "Yes, but the trailer. It's not—"


      She pulled open the door a trifle more and leaned into me."Would you please leave?" she whispered. "Fergus will be home in just a few minutes and you can talk to him yourself."Her small voice broke in places, leaving me to wonder what might have been hiding inside the cracks.


      A sick feeling roiled in my stomach. It was like her outsides matched my insides. I swallowed hard. "Okay. But will you please let him know I want to speak with him?"


      The woman closed the door and I left with absolutely no confidence that she would pass my message on to her husband. I sat in the Galaxy with Lucky and waited. I ran the motor to keep warm, but it had gotten so cold I could still see my breath in the car. A two-toned brown and white pickup truck pulled into the driveway.


      "That must be him," I said. "Now, you stay here, Lucky. I better speak with him myself." I watched as a short, muscular man hopped out of the truck. He wore a Phillies baseball cap and a denim jacket. He turned and spotted me. I opened the door and called to him, "Mr. Wrinkel?"


      "Yeah." He snagged a bag from the truck bed.


      "I'm Charlotte Figg." I walked toward him. But with each step my anxiety heightened. I wished I had let Lucky out of the car. "Excuse me, but I need to speak with you."


      "Did you find the key all right? Under one of them rocks up there."


      "Yes, I did, but that isn't what I—"


      He just kept walking toward his front door.


      "Mr. Wrinkel." I raised my voice. "That trailer you sold me isn't the one in the magazine. It's not the same place."


      "Never said it was. Just said I had a double-wide for sale. The picture was just a—what would you call it now—" he adjusted his cap, "a representation."


      "But, Mr. Wrinkel, that trailer I bought is not livable."


      He cleared his throat and spat tobacco-stained goo into a pile of snow. "Well, now, sure it is, Mrs. Figg. It's what us folks in the real estate biz like to call a fixer-upper. Just needs a little work. Now, you go on up there and I'll come by in a few and get your electric turned on and the plumbing going and show you how to work the propane tanks out back."


      "Propane?"


      "For cooking."


      "But I . . . I . . . don't want the trailer." My chest tightened and I thought I might cry again. I imagined Fergus Wrinkel in an embarrassing clown suit with large feet. "I would like my money back, please."


      "Oh, well now, Mrs. Figg, I am afraid that's not possible."


      I pulled myself up to my full height. "Mr. Wrinkel, my husband was a salesman for the Fuller Brush Company, and when a customer was not one hundred percent satisfied with any product, she got her money back, no questions asked."


      He cleared his throat again and took a step closer to the front door. "Well, Mrs. Figg, that's nice and all but you didn't buy some silly hairbrush. You purchased a trailer."


      "But I want the one in the magazine."


      "The trailer in the magazine would have cost you three times as much. Now, that ain't to say what you got ain't a classic. A real classic. A 1958 Vindar, that's what it said on the deed."


      "But . . . but it has raccoons!" I took a breath. "I didn't see any mention of raccoons in the bill of sale, Mr. Wrinkel."


      As he continued toward his trailer, I noticed the curtain in the bay window open and those sad, sorrowful eyes peer out at me. This time I felt a chill wriggle down my spine. "Mr. Wrinkel, I . . . I . . . "


      "Caveat emptor, Mrs. Figg. Caveat emptor."


      The hairs on my arms stood up. But I didn't say anything. I felt so puny next to him, like I was the one in the wrong. I looked at the ground and said, "I trusted you."


      He laughed and pulled open the rickety screen door. "Like I said, I'll be down in a few to get you set up."


      The woman behind the curtain disappeared like an apparition. I climbed back into the car. "Lucky, I think this is what they call the old bait and switch." I started the car and pulled away up Mango Street. "Herman always said it; I can't do anything right."
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      Rose Tattoo and a beanpole of a man were waiting outside the trailer when I got back. He towered over her and had short blonde hair. He wore a waist-long denim jacket and jeans with a small, frayed hole in the back pocket that opened an eye to a worn leather wallet. My dog loped over to him like he'd known him his whole life. For a moment I wondered if somehow Lucky managed to travel all the way to my front door from Paradise. He seemed to know the place pretty well and I never did learn where he came from.


      Rose introduced me. "This is Asa. The man I told you about. He takes good care of us around here. He can fix just about anything that's broke."


      "And some things that aren't broke," he said revealing one dimple in his right cheek.


      Asa offered his left hand for me to shake, and that was when I noticed the right sleeve of his jacket was folded and held to his shoulder by a large diaper pin with a baby blue head.


      "Nice to meet you, Charlotte," he said.


      I smiled into his eyes to avoid contact with his infirmity.


      "Did you talk to Fergus?" Rose asked.


      "I did and he told me there was nothing I could do."


      "He's right," Asa said. "There really isn't anything you can do now except try and sell this old bucket, and that won't be easy."


      "But it's not what I bought." It surprised me how easily I talked to Rose and Asa for only knowing them a short while.


      "Now, if you want," Asa said, "I can run around back and get the heat started and hook into the electric."


      "I'm not staying." I chose to ignore the missing arm. "I think I'll find a hotel for the night."


      "Now, why do that?" Rose asked. "Just cost you more money."


      "Still, I think I'll be more comfortable until I figure out what I want to do."


      "The nearest place is a B&B down in Shoops called the Bee and Bee," Rose said. "And I know for a fact that they don't take dogs. The owner is a touch persnickety about her furniture."


      I leaned against the Galaxy and watched Lucky bounce around like a kindergartner at recess. "Look, I'm not saying Paradise is not completely without charm but—"


      "You can fix this trailer up," Asa said. "Like brand-new."


      "Maybe not brand-new," Rose said. "But new enough. We'll help you and maybe we can get some of the other women in the park to help."


      "And I'll go see if Charlie Lundy will help with the moving," Asa said. "Greta, his wife, just had a baby, but he might be free. Matter of fact, he might like the notion of getting out and helping."


      "What do you say, Charlotte?" Rose said. "Shame for you to drive all the way up here just to turn back around. And look at Lucky. He kind of likes it here."


      I looked in time to see Lucky pee on a tree. "He does seem happy."


      "Then it's settled," Asa said. "You'll stay?"


      "On a trial basis. And just so long as I don't have any more raccoons."


      Rose raised her hands to the sky and said, "Thank you, Jesus."


      I felt my eyes widen, having never heard or seen anyone thank the Lord out loud except in church. I called Lucky over to me. I rubbed behind his ears and patted his side.


      "What do you say, boy? Want to stay?"


      He barked and I looked into his eyes and saw a twinkle that outshone the dismalness of my 1958 Vindar.
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