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            Author’s Note

         

         Much of this book is memoir. To write it, I relied on my own present recollections of experiences over time. Elsewhere, I relied on my mother’s memory, as recounted to me through the years and as conveyed in her writings. All memories are subjective and affected by time, and I suspect that my mother would be the first to point that out, as well as to offer additions and amendments to the story I’ve told here. I am confident, though, that I have been true to her own sense of herself and to her story as I came to know them.

         Like many memoirists, I have chosen to change some names and characteristics, compressed or omitted some events, and re-created dialogue.
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            Prologue

         

         She leaned forward, mouth opened for the wobbling pink Jell-O I steered toward her. “Here comes the Jell-O train,” I sing-songed, as if she were a child and I her mother, piloting a spoon into my baby’s mouth. She kept her lips closed over a laugh, focused on swallowing, and said nothing.

         Across the room the TV flashed images of a Main Street somewhere in America, a dilapidated factory. Faded red brick, a smokestack, and a plaque: The Jell-O Company, 1900–1964. My mother gestured, mouth still full, pointing at the screen, suddenly frantic.

         “Today we’re revisiting LeRoy, New York,” the newscaster said. “Birthplace of Jell-O, where, in late 2011 and early 2012, a group of girls suffered mysterious Tourette’s-like symptoms with no known cause.”

         The camera cut to old footage of the girls, seated around a table, twitching, holding their own hands to stop themselves from flailing. Their eyes were rimmed in black liner. Their hair was neatly swept into headbands. Their lips were glossy and pink. Their mothers sat beside them, tensed against the camera’s gaze, as if reined in to compensate for their daughters’ unbounded bodies.

         
              

         

         We had followed the story closely, my mother and I. The mystery of Katie Krautwurst, a senior at LeRoy High School, who, in October 2011, awoke from a nap with her chin frozen. It jutted from her face at an unnatural angle. Her face was in spasm, her whole body twitching. Weeks later, her best friend, Thera, took a nap and woke up similarly altered. She, too, was ticking, throwing her arms, jerking her head, stuttering.

         The girls were both popular, both cheerleaders. Both had neatly conformed to the ideal of girlhood in their community, where the football team reigns supreme and Jell-O salads are still served on holidays and at local church potlucks. And the other girls, the girls who followed, also falling asleep, also awakening changed: those girls were cheerleaders, too. But after a while the numbers grew and the symptoms spread. Quiet girls like Lydia Parker were afflicted, too. One girl wasn’t a girl at all but a thirty-six-year-old woman, a nurse.

         About this “mystery illness” the media said many things. They said This is how it all started and then offered theories of train wrecks and toxic spills, black mold in the classrooms, witchcraft in the woods. They said There is no end in sight and talked about the diagnosis—conversion disorder, mass psychogenic illness—but always with a disbelieving tone, their faces floating on the television screen, disembodied heads in small side-by-side boxes. On other shows, the girls sat on sofas beside their mothers, answering questions and twitching more violently the more they spoke. “I know my daughter,” Thera’s mother said. “She’s a normal happy girl. There must be something physically wrong with her.” The mothers insisted, and the girls all agreed. A refrain emerged: they wanted the world to know they weren’t crazy.

         “Before this,” Thera stuttered, arms flailing as she started to speak, “I was fine.” As she convulsed, the other girls began to as well, their movements picking up until the couch was rocked by the violence of their bodies.

         
              

         

         We weren’t afraid of them, though the nation was. In the years approaching my mother’s death, she and I were fixated on these girls. We talked about every unfolding aspect of their story. Hours on the phone about their lives, about our lives, about how our histories were entwined, about how we were implicated. How this “mystery illness” was a part of a system of symbolism, one older than us, older than Jell-O, consumerism, and America itself. One older even than witchcraft. One as old as men and women and words. This illness and its attendant metaphors, my mother told me, were what she’d been trying to write about all these years. This, she said, was why she’d started her memoir in the first place.

         She pronounced memoir with a soft r—memwah—and talked about hers constantly. In fact, the book, almost as old as I was, sometimes seemed to me like my mother’s second child, and I resented her flourished memwah for all the years she spent writing it, all the years she spent away from me. But until I got older, I never thought of her book the way she did: as a spell she wrote to stop her family curse and save herself.

         Her writing would reclaim her life story, she believed, and the story of her mother before her. Her writing would become a counter-curse.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We come from Jell-O. It is our birthright, bought by my mother’s great-great-uncle by marriage for $450 in 1899 and sold twenty-six years later for $67 million. Jell-O money paid my mother’s health insurance. It many times bought my ticket to her bedside in the cancer ward at Mount Sinai, where in the winter of 2015 we watched the girls of LeRoy, searching for glimpses of ourselves.

         
              

         

         Even so, my mother rarely ate the stuff. She saw Jell-O as an effigy of a curse she longed to escape. An apron, a kitchen, and long hours spent molding the perfect dessert had always seemed a cage to her, and she dreamed of freedom. Art and travel, music and self-expression, a life sung loudly and lived without fear.

         But, sick as she was that winter, Jell-O was all she could keep down. “Who would have thought,” she whispered one night as I was feeding her. I pretended not to hear. It hurt too much, to acknowledge every incremental loss she bore on the road to losing her life. I learned to be choosy with my empathy. She smacked her lips in mock satisfaction then, and listed the food she’d eat if she could. Cold slices of pineapple, fried-egg sandwiches, a burger so rare it dripped bloody juices. “You’ll get there,” I said, coaxing her to take one more bite.

         Afterward, she slept, her little mouth open, sighs arriving like characters in her dreams, expressions of comfort, maybe, maybe of pain. Her red curls, touched with gray where the dye had worn off, haloed her face. Her hands were open at her sides, waiting for my palm, which molded perfectly to the soft shell of hers. I sat, our fingers interlaced, looking out the window, keeping watch, waiting for her eyes to open. Waiting to hear her voice.

         From her room at Mount Sinai, we could see the vented smoke from the Carver Houses’ rooftops, colliding with the winter air, making a cloud we hovered above. We could see cabs on Madison Avenue, fluorescent against the gray ground, and dirty bodega awnings, leafless trees like bodies, thin and aching in the cold. I walked the barren city every afternoon, arriving at her bedside with all varieties of liquids and broths, black-cherry Jell-O because she had mumbled through half sleep that it sounded better than the strawberry she received for lunch each day. Peppermint candies for her to suck, never swallow. Wonton soup I carried in a paper sack tucked under my coat and close to my body, to keep the heat in.

         
              

         

         That was in January. By March, she’d be back in the hospital, unable to keep her food down, and Jell-O would remain the only thing she could stomach. By June, she would stop treatments and return home to a rented bed in the sunroom, to the hospice care that helped her to a front-row seat at my wedding in the garden, where I married the man I love into the Jell-O legacy. Two months after that, on the first day of September, she would leave me, passing away with the sunrise, unable to the end to talk about death, its cruelty, her fear. Unable to fathom how it was that Jell-O was the last meal she ever ate.

         
              

         

         Somehow, though, I was unsurprised by the coincidence of my mother’s last meal. I was used to black magic’s mean jokes by then. My mother had been sick for decades, always in pain, always bargaining for her health, casting spells to keep herself alive long enough to see me into womanhood, to pass some sort of gauntlet. Once, when cancer had returned and another surgery was imminent, she traveled to Egypt, stood on the bow of a boat, and mimed scooping tumors from her body and throwing them overboard, offerings to the brown Nile water. “It’s taken care of,” she’d assured me, her voice solemn with the spell she had spoken to the river as she exorcised the cancer from her liver and gut. And she was right. When she returned, CT scans found no sign of the tumors they’d revealed the month before.

         At first, the spell stuck. The tumors stayed vanished; she lived. But in time, every spell weakens. This I know. And even though time’s dilution of my mother’s witchcraft gave way to the cancer that killed her, I am still counting on her magic. Because the spell my mother cast that day slowed the curse she believed had made her sick in the first place, the curse she believed had befallen the girls of LeRoy, the curse she worried was coming for me, too.

         
              

         

         The curse. When my mother was a child, it was used to explain all manner of familial misfortune. Death, alcoholism, wealth and the existential boredom it brought with it. It was, she was told, confined to men and therefore nothing for her to worry about. All she had to do was stay cute, stay pretty, stay silent. Later she understood these admonitions were the curse. The curse wasn’t confined to men; it came from them, from a social structure predicated on their power. The curse was the silence impressed upon her, her mother before her, and countless women before them. The curse was the sickness that silence becomes when swallowed, lumps of unspoken words ticking like bombs.

         Our task was to reclaim and speak, to take up space with our bodies and our voices. This is how we save ourselves, my mother constantly reminded me, through words and through witchcraft, that deep, intuitive power alive in every woman, connecting us across space and time. If you remember nothing else, remember this, she said. And so, I write. I return to my mother’s body, her voice, through the hundreds of pages she left for me, the story I consult now like a spell book, searching its pages for incantations I might hold up against the silence she left behind.

      

   


   
      
         
            Book I
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         They named my mother Mary. She was born in 1945, the last year of the Second World War. Her father, Bob, was a naval pilot with soft eyes and high cheekbones that cast shadows like smudges across the side of his face. Her mother, Midge, had been a journalist in Honolulu before Bob swept her off her feet. Midge hadn’t been sure about children. But they were what one did after marriage, she reasoned. At least she had Bob, and the glamour and travel his profession ensured. She thought about this often, as she dressed in the morning, as she fell asleep at night. What would her life have been like if she’d defied the norm, stayed childless and free? Would she be writing now? She pictured herself at a desk surrounded by books, a cup of coffee steaming, a typewriter recording her words, and her byline, Mary Jane Fussell, claiming them. But each morning she woke to the children’s cries, drowning out what could have been.

         She rose from an empty bed and stayed housebound, adventure just outside her window, too risky for a woman alone. My grandparents lived in Lima, Peru, when my mother was born. There, Bob flew commercial jets for Panagra. He was always working. But he was lucky. While other pilots were drafted to fly dangerous jungle routes, waiting for shots to ring out, Bob kept the perks of his prewar profession: the shiny green-and-gold winged globe pin, the white hat, the black leather shoes he shined himself before each flight. He told jokes over the intercom, he smiled wide and white as passengers disembarked, he shook their hands, held their babies. Flight was still remarkable then, and a handsome pilot was a celebrity to most people.

         
              

         

         Mary was born on the first day of spring. The March heat settled like a wet blanket over Midge while she held her dark-haired daughter in a bare-walled hospital room, listening to the whir of the fan, watching the light change outside, pulling night down over the city. Bob had left yellow roses on the bedside table, a glass of water, a book. They pulsed there, reminders of her incapacity.

         For Midge, pregnancy had been uncomfortable. She’d known, from the birth of her first child three years before, what to expect, but her mother had written that it would be easier the second time. It wasn’t. She hated her fat ankles, her unwieldy body, which she wanted to exit as she would a poorly lit room.

         With both children, the labor pains had arrived like relief, like the promise of a life she might reclaim, and Midge had eagerly fetched her prepacked bag of toiletries and clothes and climbed into the car Bob wheeled slowly to the hospital. When they arrived, she walked through the doors Bob held open for her, climbed onto a gurney, and politely deferred to the team of white-suited doctors who stood at her bedside, telling her what was happening. “You’re going to have a baby, Mrs. Fussell,” they said in thick accents, as if she didn’t know. “Are you ready for your medicine?” She nodded. Then the nurse arrived, administered, and twilight fell over Midge, who in the space between day and night saw her daughter enter the world as a shadow.

         
              

         

         Midge had hoped her second child would balance out the needs of Thomas, her first. They’d have each other, she reasoned, and could lean more on each other and less on her. The thought of this, the promise of this freedom, carried her through the physical discomfort of pregnancy. After Mary’s birth, Midge watched for the relief she’d been promised by baby books, her mother. She sat by her window, waiting for lightness to fall back into her life. She waited for the light, she waited for her husband, anticipating his return each evening like the ringing of a bell, the filling of a glass. They ate out, sometimes, at the country club, with friends from Panagra. This was the best part of Midge’s life in Lima, the night.

         
              

         

         A year passed. Mornings stayed endless, colorless, full of boring minutiae—groceries to be ordered, a baby to burp and feed, a mess to clean up, a toddler to comfort when he cried. Each day the city moved on outside Midge’s windows, and she listened for it hungrily: honking horns, whistles and shouts; the sound of vendors ringing bells, of cart wheels over dirt or cobblestone. Each day they called out Mango!, held up wet, yellow blossoms Midge longed to taste. But she never felt free enough to do so. Even when the children napped, their niñera keeping watch by the window in their bedroom, fanning herself with a stiff pleat of paper glued to a stick, Midge never pursued the things she needed, the things that made her whole. Never did she feed paper into the typewriter she’d once used to write stories for the local paper, for anything other than letters home. Never did she push out her chair and take her housecoat off, hang it on a hook, pick up her purse, and walk out the door. Never did she try that cadmium fruit, bite to its seedy heart.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Midge had been married once before, to a man—a boy, really—who drank too much and made crass, critical remarks. It was a quick, impulsive union, a desperate attempt to depart from LeRoy, where she could barely stand to be, the scandal of her father’s affairs—the latest with the choir leader of the Methodist Congregation, a mousy woman he ran off with to Florida—rippling out from his absence. But her first husband turned out to be from the same mold as her father. Only a week after the wedding, he stayed out late after work and returned smelling of another woman, indignant when Midge asked him where he’d been.

         Was she truly so undesirable? Wanted only for her money? Were all men pre-programmed to cheat, lie, leave? Either way, Midge told herself, she wouldn’t enable men’s childishness. The second time her husband failed to return home, she picked up the phone, called her mother, and told her with a measured, businesslike tone what she needed to do. It would be a scandal, but both women had grown used to hushed gossip, whisperings of their failures and faults, whatever they had done or not done to drive the patriarch of their family into the choir leader’s arms.

         So within a week they’d packed their suitcases and boarded a plane for Reno. It was January, cool enough for furs. Mother and daughter donned their best coats and strolled arm in arm through the casinos, chatting, making bets, ordering drinks. When they returned home to LeRoy, it was as the recipients of two quickie divorces.

         Despite the talk around town, after her divorce Midge had felt free. And with Bob, whom she met a few years later, when she moved to Honolulu, she felt treasured in a way that assured her he’d never leave. Bob was different from the men from home, men like her father who rarely spoke and hid behind their papers, their glasses of bourbon. He was lighter, lighthearted. He stood in tiki bars with his hands in the pockets of his khaki trousers, leaning back on his heels and laughing, looking at her. He twirled her on the dance floor, his hand in the dip of her upper back, pressing into the space between her shoulder blades, her wings.

         This was everything she wanted, Midge had thought in the early months of her marriage to Bob: to be desired. But now, saddled with two babies, she felt stripped of the self she’d once been, peeled and reduced to a core, a body changed by pregnancy into an object of shame. Once, on a rare afternoon with Bob, when Mary was four months old and Tom was almost three, Midge sat in the front seat of a little rented car Bob wheeled around sharp turns, steep inclines, climbing into the Andes in low gear, the children wedged into the back on either side of a picnic basket. When the family stopped for lunch, Midge spread out blankets and unpacked the egg salad sandwiches she’d prepared that morning. She sat, exhausted, with Mary in her lap, watching Bob hold Tom up to point out the rusting carcass of a passenger train, cars scattered like limbs in the valley below.

         When the children began to cry, Midge and Bob packed them back into the car. Midge braced as the winding path back down the mountain rocked her family back and forth, as baby Mary straddled her, vomiting repeatedly onto her shoulder, down her back, across the front of her blouse. Each time, with each hiccup, each sob, Midge stripped away another piece of soggy clothing until she wore only her bra and panties. Bob laughed, his eyes on the narrow road, and removed one hand to playfully pinch the side of her stomach, once drawn into a firm cord of muscle and now doughy. He meant it as a joke, but Midge felt mortified. She feared she’d lost what had made her lovable; her body, the object of her husband’s desire, had changed—it belonged now to her children. Even her thoughts were suffocated by their screams. She looked down, down at her wailing baby, down at herself, her painful breasts, made conical by her brassiere, into which Mary’s body melded. There was no privacy in this life. No space just for her, her thoughts, her words.

         
              

         

         Once home Bob went inside ahead of the others and returned with a housecoat for his wife to wear in from the car. Midge wrapped the quilted fabric around herself, handed Mary to her husband, and climbed from the car, the baby screaming, arms outstretched, wanting to return to her mother’s body. I need a moment, Midge said to Bob, give me just a moment, as she walked inside and into the bathroom, shutting the door, silence embracing her.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

         

         Once upon a delightfully light and wholesome dream, Jell-O and America fell in love and lived happily ever after in marketing heaven. But, as in all great love stories, first there was transformation, and a journey.

         Long before Jell-O crossed oceans and landed in LeRoy, it was known just as gelatin, a product confined to the kitchens of European royalty, less a convenience product than a luxury. Throughout the fifteenth century, gelatin molds ornamented the feasts of kings and aristocrats. Napoleon Bonaparte, Marie de Médicis, and Richard the Second were all reported to have enjoyed the gelatin desserts prepared for them. In the Victorian era, the trend persisted; the ability to mold gelatin into decorative shapes appealed to the ornate aesthetic sensibilities of the time. By the nineteenth century, gelatin had finally found America and its people, and even Thomas Jefferson enjoyed a fancy gelatin mold at his Monticello feasts. But the work of scalding hooves, extracting and skimming fat, and adding flavor always fell to servants and took long hours of hard labor. There was always meticulous effort and human pain involved in its production.

         At least, that is, until 1845, when Peter Cooper—creator of Cooper Union, the Tom Thumb locomotive, and a gas-powered “flying machine” that partly blinded him—patented unflavored gelatin, which he sold primarily to commercial kitchens. Cooper, who also produced glue to fund his more adventurous ventures, put little energy into marketing or sales. While he worked to lay wire beneath the Atlantic, a LeRoy businessman named Pearle Wait worked to make gelatin attractive to independent consumers.

         Mr. Wait and his wife, May, made cough syrup and laxatives. But they barely got by, so Pearle spent hours in the basement, tinkering with formulas, trying to perfect a mix of gelatin and flavor. The result was Jell-O’s first prototype, which was made almost entirely of sugar. But nobody seemed to mind. Its taste was the slipperiest sweet, and it was nutritious, too! Good for the gut, hair, skin, and nails!

         May tackled the look of it: she began to experiment with the different shapes it might take, setting it in squares, then circles, just for fun. The Waits added an O to the name of their creation so that it matched Grain-O, a “pure food drink” billed as a coffee alternative for both children and adults, and then sold Jell-O to the drink’s manufacturer, Midge’s great-uncle-in-law, Orator Francis Woodward. The price tag for his purchase was $450: the modern-day equivalent of $4,000.

         
              

         

         I have read that Pearle Wait went bankrupt soon after he sold Jell-O, after the Woodward fortune, already sizable, doubled, then tripled, after America’s Most Famous Dessert sold box after box and piled into the cabinets of every kitchen in America, stacking up like so many clean white bricks. But it wasn’t luck that put it there, in the pantry, in the icebox, on the plate. It was Orator. A self-made man who had earned his fortune on patent medicines and fake nest eggs treated to de-lice henhouses, Orator was versed in the work needed to grow a product. When he bought the Jell-O patent, signing his name above Mr. Wait’s on a contract that hangs now in the Jell-O Museum in LeRoy, he thought he might as well give this little product everything he had, give it every chance to succeed.

         So Orator traded his Grain-O for Jell-O, replacing silos and sifters with barrels of sugar and sacks of powdered gelatin, shipped in from factory farms. Trucks arrived each week heaped with the dusty remnants of tissue and bone, ready to be mixed with sweetness and dye to make the first Jell-O flavors—strawberry, raspberry, orange, or lemon.

         Animal parts were plentiful, as was sugar, but initially, Jell-O sales were slow. LeRoy myth says that Orator, exasperated by poor profits, once tried to sell Jell-O’s patent to his plant superintendent for thirty-five dollars. But nobody was buying. So Orator implemented every plan he could to move his product: on quiet weekday midmornings, he sent his handsomest marketing men to suburban front doors to flash white teeth and hold out white boxes to the women who answered. Immigrants en route to America were served Jell-O for dessert; when they landed at Ellis Island and walked shakily to solid ground, it was to be rewarded with promise and newness and a metal mold, round and ridged and just like all the others, Jell-O etched upon it in cheerful text.

         By 1902, Jell-O was manufactured just down the street from Orator’s house, the river outside the factory running colorful and sweet, changing color weekly depending on the flavor. Everyone in LeRoy worked for Jell-O. Parents packed powder into wax-paper pouches, which were then sealed and slipped into red-and-white boxes. Some put on suits and went to work in the offices at the front of the factory, or in Rochester, or Manhattan, where Jell-O’s advertising agency was headquartered. Franklin King was one such man.

         An ad-man artist, King worked for Dauchy Company, the agency in charge of marketing the dessert. By 1904, he was frustrated by slow sales and looking for a new marketing campaign. So, in the confection’s first brilliant marketing twist, King staged a series of pictures featuring his own towheaded daughter Elizabeth preparing and enjoying Jell-O. The photographs ushered in a boost in sales, and the Dauchy agency eagerly sent Elizabeth King one hundred empty Jell-O boxes to replace her wooden blocks. After that, Elizabeth’s parents produced weekly photo shoots, during which Elizabeth would appear in a new outfit, enacting a new scenario with her Jell-O box toys.

         Little Elizabeth’s performance of young girlhood was vital to the product’s success. The brand’s aesthetic, still establishing itself, rested precariously on the impossibility of her aging. So, when Elizabeth turned eight and threatened to outgrow her alter ego, her father brought her into the office and had her stand, pretending to hold a teakettle, while Rose O’Neill, designer of the Kewpie dolls, sketched the lines of her body and drew a box of Jell-O into the frame of her fingertips.

         In that moment, the Jell-O girl was immortalized. She became forever a child, stitched to the polka dot dress, buckled into her black shoes, holding out a silver platter of Jell-O—offering, inviting. In the early ad campaigns that ran in Ladies’ Home Journal, she is alternatingly demure and feisty. Sometimes she politely offers Jell-O to her mother’s guests. Sometimes she sneaks into the pantry and pulls down a box, pours colored crystals into a bowl, adds water, and stirs. So easy even a child can do it! the advertisement proclaims. At Christmastime, the Jell-O girl adds candied cherries to the mix while Mother fetches Daddy a drink, and then it’s Surprise! and everyone is so happy to have saved room on their plate.

         In old images, her eyes are small, set deep into the bones of her face. She looks cheery, but not overly so. In some reprints, some copies of old newspaper ads, black ink intended as shadow has subsumed her eyes entirely, so that two dark sockets puncture her face like holes. I grew up knowing that her smallness and her silence were what made her sweet. I grew up knowing that this was true for me, too. I considered her a part of me, but now I consider her an emblem of something much larger: a silence that sickens.

      

   


   
      
         
            3

         

         Lima, 1948. Cocktails at the club to discuss leaving Peru, returning to LeRoy. There, Midge argued, Bob might work for her aunt Edith, ensure an excessive inheritance; there Midge might feel at home.

         The ceiling fans turned slowly, like airplane propellers winding down after a flight. Midge held the thin stem of her martini glass, looked down at the olive in its belly. She was exhausted. The children still felt like weight, heavier now than in pregnancy, where at least they’d been silent. The chatter of their bickering thickened in her brain, congealing. Oh, how she had wanted to write. To travel the world unencumbered. She hadn’t expected it would be so hard to do so—she’d pictured children as easy accessories to her adventures. But now she was confined to routines, to the house—she could be anywhere, and all she would see was the inside of her own home. She looked over the table at Bob, going on about the logistics of a move, the pros and cons of it, the dangers of losing their independence. Once she had wanted him in every city in the world. Now the memory of desire was like an erased word: faint gray marks where before there had been black.

         Midge was in mourning for the life she’d dreamed of. There was a life out there she’d almost had. She’d thought she wanted to be wanted, but now she wanted to be heard. But her grief was unutterable, even to her husband. Motherhood was supposed to be joyous. Everything she’d ever read or watched about being a woman had promised her this, and she’d believed it. And yet here she was, trapped, silenced, her identity subsumed. No longer was she witty Midge, the beautiful writer and dancer and lover of art. She was just Mother, Momma, Mommy. Every day she spent housebound, placating, pleasing, perfecting recipes out of boredom, every day compounded the urge to flee, to find the self she’d been before. She felt it bodily, a fluttering behind her sternum, a trapped sparrow, flapping its wings in vain. She knew it was hopeless. She knew there was no solution. What difference did it make if she lived in Lima or LeRoy? At least at home she’d have her mother. Her cousins. Aunt Edith. The nearness of inheritance and the ease of wealth.

         She shifted in her seat, slid her empty glass toward the edge of the table, scanning for the waiter. The band began a ballroom rumba. She could fall asleep right here. Bob reached across the white tablecloth and flipped his palm open for hers. She wouldn’t say no. Tension between them was another exhaustion to avoid. She wiggled her body off the banquette and followed her husband to the floor.

         
              

         

         And so by springtime it was decided. They would go. They packed their things and left Peru. This was the right decision, Midge was sure of it. Her children would live in the house on East Main Street where she’d grown up. They’d play hide-and-seek in the dumbwaiters, as she and her brother had; they’d fall asleep in their own bedrooms, Mary’s with the angel-shaped crack on the ceiling. They’d wake each morning to lemon light warming their cheeks, streaming through their bedroom windows, both with perfect views of the perfect golf course, its trimmed, smooth green unfurling like soft cotton, the finest fabric. They would have a perfect childhood, self-sufficient and safe, and she would finally have time to herself.

         
            *  *  *

         

         In LeRoy, Bob spent his days outside, overseeing Edith’s farms. Midge remained situated in the house. Her life revolved now around board membership on community organizations, the weekly menu—which she planned out every Monday with Elfrida, the maid—and cocktail hour at five sharp, every night. Drinking quickly became the best part of Midge’s life. It freed her from boredom, carving out the space she’d craved for herself in Peru. And it was social. Her cousins, Ann and Betty, lived around the corner. Her mother and aunt, just up the hill. Edith’s grandchildren, Joan and John, often drove in from Rochester. The house was always full.

         This was what Midge had hoped for in moving back: a partial return to the self she’d been before the tight constraints of motherhood had reduced her. It was the best she could hope for. Work and writing would always be an impropriety, now that she was a married mother of two. But at least in LeRoy she could be herself socially; at least now her voice could be used for laughter and not just hushed admonishments. Maybe she overdid it a little. Most nights she started with gin and tonics and switched to bourbons, winding up on Bob’s lap, his hands casually on her waist, before dinner and bed. Most mornings she reached for the bottle of aspirin on her bedside table. But the children were fine, she reasoned, self-sufficient here in LeRoy, where childhood worked best as a prepackaged product, a convenience. While the adults drank, the kids played, safe on their own in the streets, Tom riding his bike, Mary shouting Wait up! in his wake. It was only Elfrida, the maid-turned-nanny, who could call them home. Each night her bellow sounded out the back door, a commanding dinner bell.

         
              

         

         Elfrida lifted Midge’s responsibilities from her like they were feather light, the children nothing more than overnight bags, easily unpacked. Every day she occupied Mary with work, pinching the perimeters of the pie crusts, creasing ridges into round edges, pouring goopy fruit or creamy Jell-O pudding into the belly of the pan.

         “I’ve got a girl at home just like her,” Elfrida told Midge one afternoon, gesturing to Mary, engrossed in pressing a cookie cutter into a sheet of dough, producing an assembly of triangle-skirted women, each one identical.

         Midge nodded, said something to acknowledge Elfrida’s life outside the kitchen. But she worried this might make her uncomfortable. Elfrida rarely spoke about herself—it wouldn’t have been proper. But perhaps, Midge thought, she stayed so private because she wanted a separation, a distance between East Main Street and her home, on the other side of the train tracks, a small white house packed full of girls. Midge knew Elfrida saw her children rarely, that she missed them while she worked, long hours cleaning and baking and entertaining Mary and Tom, rich little dumplings who waged petty wars against each other. She knew but did nothing about it, aside from Christmas bonuses and Sundays off. This was just how things were, her wealthy woman’s mind reasoned. Everyone had their curses to bear, and Elfrida’s blackness was hers.

         Mary was raised to understand the injustice Elfrida faced, but she still sentimentalized her, imagining her love as real. It was an unembarrassed whiteness she would carry into her adult life, immortalizing both Midge and Elfrida in her memoir less as real people than as superficial emblems of race and class. My archetypal black earth mother, she wrote, my elegant white goddess.

         
              

         

         The Woodwards were revered in LeRoy, and so they were constantly surveilled, their comings and goings often gracing the pages of the LeRoy Gazette’s society column. Around town, their name and money were everywhere: the airport, the factory, the municipal building, the Woodward mausoleum, which stood on its own in a shady part of the cemetery, a whole building made of granite with a Tiffany window nestled into the peak of the roof. And of course the Woodward Memorial Library, a large colonial building that looked like a temple.

         None of these buildings had much to do with her, Mary thought. They were testaments to her family’s Jell-O fortune, but even that felt distant, belonging more to Aunt Edith than to her. But the buildings, the money, the pomp and circumstance around the Woodwards, mortified Tom. In a town otherwise enamored with normality, nine-to-five factory jobs, and three square meals a day, he hated the difference of his family’s wealth. Each time he and Mary so much as caught a cold, news of their condition was published in the Gazette: Master Thomas and Mistress Mary Fussell fell ill this week and were absent from school but are recovering nicely and should return Monday. Afternoons when Aunt Edith, concerned it was too cold for walking, sent Marshall the driver to ferry the children home from school in the shiny black limousine, Mary pranced toward it like a movie star while Tom hid beneath his scarf and slid surreptitiously into the humming car, knowing everyone was watching.

         
              

         

         To Mary the perks of wealth were easy and fun, as light and delightful as the Jell-O LeRoy loved. So she couldn’t understand why her family seemed stuck. They had everything, after all. Mansions and farmland and fur coats. But in LeRoy, it was as if the Woodwards were trapped inside a gelatinous mound of money that jiggled when you poked it but never broke. Mary pictured her entire family stuck inside this mold, like peas and carrots, or candied cherries, or pieces of pineapple and peach.

         Later she’d say the Woodwards had made a bargain for their money, and in so doing they had seduced their own despair, buying into the myth of patriarchy by building a fortune predicated on the myth of domesticity and the reduction of a woman’s worth to her culinary concoctions. Because of this, she wrote, the family would always be miserable inside their wealth, stuck in their antiquated ideals, their alcoholism, and the small town of LeRoy, itself suffocated by the thick immobility of the product it had birthed. But at the time, little Mary didn’t see all this. And though she enjoyed the trappings of her privilege, she hated the dullness of LeRoy, everything the same, sleepy and safe. Even as she aged out of first grade, then second, then third, even as she made friends and learned to ride her bike, she didn’t forget the Lima of her birth. She was only three when they’d left, but she remembered the colors there: mango yellow, cayenne-pepper red. In LeRoy everything was beige stone, white paint. The town hall and the Unitarian Church, the storefronts on Main Street. The snow that came each December, falling in unending layers. Colorless, noiseless, it was pushed and shoveled and packed into walls so high that when Mary looked out the window, there was nothing. Everything had been erased.

         
              

         

         Out of boredom, then, or perhaps desperation, Mary began to follow after Tom and his troupe of friends on weekdays after school. She was elated when they agreed, finally, to play hide-and-seek with her, only to cruelly leave her crouched behind some shrub while they went home to belly flop on the living room rug and watch Roy Rogers until suppertime. They called her fatty fatty two-by-four but later began to hold roller-skating parties for her and her girlfriends in the basement. One day, the boys ran the gramophone cord to the foot of the basement steps so that as everyone skated round and round, wheeling over the polished concrete, Billy Ward and His Dominoes sang “I’d Be Satisfied.” At first it was all great fun. But a few of Tom’s friends had a trick to play: abruptly, the music cut and the lights went out. Tiny toes pressed down to stop. Mary looked around in the dark, and suddenly a voice said: “I’m right beside you, hold my hand.” And then the darkness filled with the shrieks of little girls, fingers wrapped around flaccid little-boy dicks.
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