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Introduction

From One Edge

of the World

to Another

IRINA REYN

Exit 156




When I was seven years old, my parents and I emigrated from Moscow to Flatbush, Brooklyn. Two years later, just as I gained some confidence with the English language and began to grasp the geography of our new neighborhood, we relocated to Rego Park, Queens, where I began yet another elementary school. When I was almost fifteen, with one year at Forest Hills High School behind me, my parents announced that the three of us would be moving again—this time to Fair Lawn, New Jersey—so my father could start his own private medical practice. In my diary of that next major period of transition, I scribbled, “There’s something missing in my life that keeps me from being thoroughly happy. I think it lies in New Jersey.”

Looking back on that diary entry now, it seems like the initial spark for Living on the Edge of the World: the first tentative steps toward imagining a literary New Jersey. This is the New Jersey I have strived to realize in this collection by collaborating with the writers gathered in these pages. But back then, I was exhausted from moving. I was longing for a place to rest, a safe place to discover myself. The anonymity of cities was all I knew, and my curiosity about the suburbs was fueled by powerful images from television. In the suburbs, I would have a shot at that elusive idyllic childhood, complete with a mother in the kitchen dispensing Oreos and Kool-Aid after impromptu soccer matches in the backyard with friends. I would be able to let myself into a friend’s house without even having to knock, the cupboards—and all their decadent, artificially flavored contents—available to me any time of day.

The dreams were simple, naive, almost regressive, an attempt to recapture a childhood I never had. Mainly, though, I was drawn to the stability of those suburban images: houses lived in throughout entire lifetimes, no switching of schools, no packing up of apartments, no learning of a new language, no painstaking process of turning strangers into friends. What I was searching for in New Jersey was the impossible: a perfectly cohesive sense of home.

The New Jersey I discovered had little in common with my suburban fantasies. The first year in New Jersey was almost as much of a culture shock as my first years in the United States. I was bewildered by malls, by their mysterious lack of function, where you went not to shop but simply to walk around in aimless circles, to see and be seen. I didn’t know what to make of the genre of slicked-back student referred to by others as the “Guido”—with the fuzzy dice hanging from his car’s rearview mirror, the lights around the license plate flashing, the car bopping up and down to Z100 at red lights. Diners, although off-putting at first for their gaudy, downscale Art Deco furnishings and indifferent service, became a comforting, reliable dispenser of late-night coffee, rice pudding, cheese sticks, and cherry pie (heated, of course, and with ice cream). In New Jersey, it seemed, I was an immigrant all over again.

I found nighttime in Fair Lawn silent and eerie and was convinced I smelled toxic waste everywhere (a city girl not realizing that the scent was actually emanating from skunks rather than the New Jersey equivalent of Chernobyl). Other than the twenty-four-hour CVS, a diner or two, a Friendly’s, and a Baskin-Robbins, there was little of interest in walking distance. I missed apartment buildings, with their noises, their smells, the palpable proximity of other human bodies. As the paint dried, as the new furniture began to occupy the space it still does to this day, I yearned to tell my parents they had made a mistake.

But time passed, and like it or not, I was maturing in New Jersey. It was in Fair Lawn where I experienced my first boyfriend (and lost him to another girl three months later), where I learned to drive (and backed the car into the tree adjoining our driveway my first day behind the wheel). Where I discovered acting in school plays (but not yet the fact that I was a terrible actress). Where I watched my father attain the goals a Jewish man could never have realized in Russia, including the establishment of a flourishing private practice. Where I honed my skills of observation, edging closer to becoming a writer.

Another major event occurred in our household, a year before I left Fair Lawn for college—my parents gave birth to my sister, Elizabeth. Now, sixteen years later, she is as old as I was when I moved to Fair Lawn. She has lived in the same house since she was born and has the same group of friends she had since she was a toddler. She is the real deal, a bona fide New Jerseyan.



Buying the Fair Lawn house was my parents’ biggest investment in America, so my own immigrant guilt narrowed my choices for higher education to a single school: Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey. With its central campus located in New Brunswick, an hour south of Fair Lawn, Rutgers attracted primarily in-state students. Many Rutgers students were thrilled to be attending the school, but there were others who felt they had few choices about where to go to college or had hoped to get out of New Jersey but resigned themselves to the low tuition and high-quality education Rutgers offered. It was there, in the River dorms, the classrooms, while strolling the green esplanade of Voorhees Mall, or over a “Mexican Cantina” dinner in the cavernous dining hall, that I met people from all over the state. Eventually, my understanding of New Jersey widened; Rutgers is where I learned about the state’s diversity, its regional personalities, its multi-cultural communities.

“What’s your exit?” I was asked again and again by students seeking to understand me, to draw conclusions about me from the magical number that would summarize my background. So I learned to explain myself by my exit off the New Jersey Turnpike (18W) and Garden State Parkway (156), but of course it was hardly my entire story. It was at Rutgers where I first realized that many New Jerseyans had a sheepish relation to their own state; when asked by outsiders where they were from, some of the students said they hailed from “the New York area” or perhaps just “New York.” For me it was even more complicated. I was a Russian Jew who lived in New York and New Jersey—Moscow straddling both sides of the Hudson.

This fractured identity allowed me a view of New Jersey that spurred the creation of this book. My loyalties being divided, I was able to examine the state from without and within. What I eventually found was something much more familiar than what I originally confronted in the back of a Fair Lawn High School classroom, lost in the mist of Aqua Net, intimidated by the girls’ hazardously long fingernails, their pleated Z. Cavaricci pants. What I discovered after some time and distance was a state I could relate to, a state whose self-regard was as confusing as my own.



If I started to recognize myself in New Jersey, then I’ve also had the opportunity to see New Jersey become like me. In the years since my parents moved to Fair Lawn, the town’s population has changed—the Russians have moved in. The town now has three Russian supermarkets, and across the street from the largest of these is a Russian pharmacy that imports products from Moscow, St. Petersburg, and Warsaw.

In the heart of the town, the local video store stocks tapes of Russian movies that never received U.S. distribution. Just a few blocks away, on Fair Lawn Avenue, a former Lions Club has been transformed into an Orthodox Jewish synagogue, where the services are conducted entirely in Russian. And just minutes away by car are at least two sprawling Russian restaurants, where families celebrate weddings, birthdays, and anniversaries, where they dance, make vodka toasts, and eat grilled shashlik. Fair Lawn has become dear to me over the years, finally taking shape as the first place I’ve known that resembles home.



Since New Jersey is the place where I experienced my first glimmers of true self-recognition, it is the place that will always fascinate me, with its mass of contradictions I am still trying to untangle. New Jersey may be the nation’s punching bag, the butt of countless jokes, yet the density of its population makes it a unique world of its own (at approximately 1,165 people per square mile, it is more densely populated than any other state). New Jersey’s per capita income is the second highest in the country, and it can be considered one of our most ethnically diverse states. Strangely enough, none of these statistics staunches the flow of Jersey jokes.

New Jersey’s role in movies and other forms of popular culture suggests that the country has an emotional investment in perpetuating the state’s browbeaten reputation, as though New Jersey were the hidden self we want to degrade and protect, simultaneously. I was reminded of this while watching Sandra Bullock in Miss Congeniality, where the actress plays an undercover FBI agent who enters a Miss America-type beauty pageant. The fact that Bullock’s initially unglamorous and hilariously klutzy Gracie Hart enrolls in the contest as Miss New Jersey is no coincidence. What could be a funnier state than New Jersey? At the same time, what state could be more authentic? Gracie Hart, after all, is the only “real” person in a pageant extolling artificiality, whose kindness and common sense the contestants from other states come to depend upon. Perhaps that is part of New Jersey’s responsibility—to act as the underdog the country jeers but privately longs to root for. We want to believe that even when you dress up New Jersey, its grittiness will always shine through—for better and for worse. This is the double-edged myth that exerts such a powerful hold on our national psyche.

Still, the Garden State’s most complicated relationship remains with its larger-than-life neighbor to the east, and, like the less-favored sibling, its feelings about New York City are multifaceted—ambivalent, fiercely proud, insecure, somewhat defensive. Like me, New Jersey embodies a kind of placelessness, a spiritual disconnection from itself, its identity constantly in question. (A case in point was the recent search for a state slogan. The governor discarded an out-of-state public relations firm’s suggestion, “New Jersey: We’ll Win You Over,” for the more optimistic “New Jersey: See for Yourself.” Now even this slogan has been eliminated for its lack of originality.) Yet hasn’t there always been something valuable about being on the margins, forced to monitor the center from a self-conscious distance? Perhaps one might even imagine such a vantage point as a literary one.

Since college, I have tried to grasp the essence of New Jersey by immersing myself in contemporary Jersey culture. I bought albums by Bruce Springsteen, then Bon Jovi, then Fountains of Wayne, then My Chemical Romance. I watched a miniboom of films set in New Jersey, including Jersey Girl, Garden State, and Harold & Kumar Go to White Castle. I tuned in to The Sopranos. I eagerly followed the evolution of the Weird N.J. ’zine, with its accounts of uncanny roadside attractions, outlandish architectural landmarks, and all other kinds of bizarre Jersey phenomena. Weird N.J. has since grown into a franchise and book series that is sold across the country, showing how the quirkiness of the Garden State can apparently lend itself to larger, even national, meanings.

Alongside the music, films, and magazines that identified themselves with New Jersey, I also became aware of contemporary writers mining New Jersey as a rich subject for their books. New Jersey writing has a long history of its own, with William Carlos Williams, Robert Pinsky, Philip Roth, Richard Ford, Alicia Ostriker, and Amiri Baraka among its literary lions, but all around me, a new generation of writers was drawing its inspiration from the Garden State. I have invited them to lend their voices to this nonfiction collection, and the result is a variety of different New Jerseys, each filtered through singular experiences in the Garden State. At the same time, though, the authors share certain themes that illuminate one another and show us what it means to live in New Jersey.

This collection includes stories of unexpected discovery, of finding meaning in unlikely places. Joshua Braff writes about running into his high school crush later in life, and he finds in her a mesmerizing, grown-up version of the Jersey Girl of his youth. David Roth discovers a different love, a borderline criminal passion for the then-beleaguered New Jersey Nets. Elizabeth Keenan uncovers something much more frightening just weeks before the death of her best friend—the possibility of an actual encounter with the mythical Jersey Devil.

Almost all of the writers grew up in New Jersey, so it should be no surprise that the book features tales of awkward, transcendent adolescent sex. Jonathan Ames’s teenage Jersey shore fantasy slips away within inches of his grasp—or does it? Askold Melnyczuk recalls becoming both a student and a teacher of sex in a Cranford quasi-triple-decker house stuffed with Ukrainian immigrants.

There are stories of New Jersey as threatening and dangerous. Frederick Reiken confronts a mobster’s son in Fort Lee. James Kaplan finds himself drawn to the suicide of the West Orange mobster Longy Zwillman. Gaiutra Bahadur’s family of Guyanese immigrants lives in fear of being targeted by the “Dotbusters,” a racist gang intent on driving the Indian community out of Jersey City. Dani Shapiro’s Orthodox Jewish family also receives a chilly reception in Hillside circa 1963.

Aching loss permeates a number of these essays. Kathleen DeMarco’s family is forced to sell their beloved cranberry farm in Hammonton. Caren Lissner copes with the end of her parents’ marriage by living in a car and working at the Jackson amusement park Great Adventure.

Some authors who tried hard to get out of New Jersey found that it haunted their work. Lucinda Rosenfeld, Tom Perrotta, and Cathi Hanauer all came to realize from afar that New Jersey offers the most resonant and recurring setting for their fiction. Adam Lowenstein left his hometown to become a professor of film studies but finds himself fascinated by New Jersey cinema.

And then there are tales of coming home. Christian Bauman recounts the pleasure of a daily commute on the PATH train between New York and Hoboken. Caroline Leavitt copes with the public disapproval of her new neighbors, long-time Hoboken residents wary of infiltration by Manhattan refugees in search of cheaper housing. And there is Lauren Grodstein, a prodigal daughter who leaves Haworth only to return to New Jersey as a professor at Rutgers University’s Camden campus.

As we traverse this literary version of the New Jersey Turnpike, through the eighteen “exits” that form the chapters of this anthology, each story paints a dynamic and complex picture of New Jersey as both state and state of mind. The essays move beyond outsiders’ knee-jerk assumptions about a state glimpsed from the windows of cars and trains leaving Newark Liberty International Airport on their way to somewhere else. These writers reckon with the commodification, disdain, and disregard attached to New Jersey, but they are ultimately interested in something far more intimate, something truly lived.

Living on the Edge of the World is not meant to be a simple rallying cry of a book, a manifesto determined to convince the reader why New Jersey matters. In fact, the author biographies included in this volume reveal that only three of the contributors currently live in New Jersey. This calls to mind a story a friend of mine once told me. Born and raised in New Jersey, he went away to college out of state and introduced himself to his new roommate, who hailed from Colorado. He expected the usual “armpit-of-America” response once he informed him where he had grown up, but his roommate surprised him. He said, “You know why they call it the Garden State, don’t you? It’s like the Garden of Eden—everyone is from there originally, but no one you meet actually lives there anymore.” The mythic observation of this story seems to hover over Living on the Edge of the World.

No one book could possibly hope to cover all of New Jersey’s unique places, people, and communities—I wish I could have included essays on Atlantic City, Asbury Park, Cape May, Newark, Paterson, Trenton, or any number of other notable locales. I would have liked to publish more writers from New Jersey’s myriad ethnic communities. I would have loved to come across a meditation on Jon Bon Jovi’s hair. Nevertheless, I hope this book captures the spirit of the state as it brings together the very best in contemporary New Jersey writing.

No essay in this book focuses entirely on Bruce Springsteen (although he does surface in some of the contributors’ essays), but the title of this collection speaks to the pervasive influence his work has had for the state of New Jersey. For me, no song captures the Garden State’s essence of hope and desolation (as stubbornly local as it is universal) better than Springsteen’s “Living on the Edge of the World,” with its passionate, desperate narrator crisscrossing the highways of New Jersey:


Radio, radio, hear my tale of heartbreak

New Jersey in the morning like a lunar landscape.



When I wrote that diary entry as a girl in New York City days before moving to New Jersey, I thought I would find my home on the other side of the Hudson River. That did not happen the way I envisioned it, but what I found there instead was a home within my homelessness. The “edge of the world,” it seems, turned out to be more essential, more invigorating than any center could have been.

So I hope this collection speaks to the reader’s own experiences of living on the edge of the world, no matter where you come from.

Fair Lawn, New Jersey,
and Brooklyn, New York, 2005-2006









The

Family Farm

KATHLEEN DEMARCO

Exit 7




In September 2004, I stood with my husband, my three-month-old son, and my older brother as I listened to a speaker at the dedication ceremony for the Franklin Parker Preserve, a ten-thousand-acre tract of land in the middle of the New Jersey Pine Barrens. It was a slightly overcast, humid day, but most of the two hundred people attending this ceremony were jubilant; the purchase of this property by a nonprofit conservation group had been confirmed, and now this land would be preserved for time immemorial—for, as the speaker was saying, “future generations of Parkers to come and play” in in the years ahead. I had gone to college and was friends with John Parker, Franklin Parker’s son and the person who had dedicated much of his time to raising the funds the organization needed to purchase this land. That he, on the organization’s behalf, had purchased this land from my father, uncle, and aunt was a fact I had been unwilling to accept. But on this day I had no choice but to acknowledge the sale. We were standing on a field where I had picked blueberries every year of my young childhood, when this field had been part of the blueberry and cranberry farm that had been owned and operated by my family for sixty-two years. Perhaps this, more than anything, made it clear that my childhood—and childish—assumptions of inheritance and family ties were, at best, naive. Standing there, I felt like I did when I saw a dead person in a casket—the farm was dead, really dead, and this left me feeling anything but jubilant.

This, then, is a story about the life of a family farm, and its death.



From 1941 until 2003, my family owned a cranberry farm in southern New Jersey. (Forget quaint notions of a farm with chickens and pigs, a couple of bogs, and a nice old man with a pitchfork. This was a major agribusiness, one of the largest such farms in the United States.) I should stop here and say that there’s no point in explaining (yet again) that New Jersey accommodates more than the stereotypical turnpikes and smokestacks and unfulfilled New York City wannabes; if you don’t know there’s a 1.1-million acre stretch of federally protected, mostly undeveloped land between Philadelphia and Atlantic City—a place where the majority of the population couldn’t care less about New York City—you should perhaps consider a trip to this place called the Pine Barrens and prepare to be amazed.

My grandfather, Anthony R. DeMarco, didn’t have time to be amazed. As trite as it sounds, he had a dream, and he pursued it. In 1941 he purchased about 6,500 acres of land in southern New Jersey from another man of Italian heritage, Prince Mario Ruspoli di Poggio Suasa. Prince Ruspoli was an attaché at the Italian Embassy in Washington, D.C. My grandfather was a New Jersey-born pharmacist who had grown up working on cranberry and blueberry farms in southern New Jersey. He and his siblings had worked on the farms as part of crews assembled by his father, my great-grandfather, Rocco DeMarco. Rocco DeMarco had emigrated from Italy with his two brothers and had become a padrone—a man responsible for bringing crews of Italian men to work on the farms in southern New Jersey. He had settled in Hammonton, New Jersey, a place that currently has not one, but two, claims to national fame. First, it is the town with the most Italian Americans per square inch in the country. (Apparently 53 percent of my hometown population represented themselves as Italian American in the 2000 U.S. census, more than any other place with a population of more than 1,000 people.) And second, it is the “Blueberry Capital of the World”—i.e., the place where the most blueberries are grown anywhere on the globe. Check the packaging of the next pint of blueberries you buy. HAMMONTON, NEW JERSEY, will most likely be the place of origin. Hammonton has had a stable population of about 11,000 people for more than a hundred years; it is a veritable city next to the town of Chatsworth, about twenty-eight miles northeast traveling on Route 206, with a population of about 1,200. This is probably why my great-grandfather, apparently something of a ladies’ man, settled in Hammonton and not Chatsworth. My grandfather, on the other hand, traveled between Hammonton and Chatsworth for most of his adult life, especially once he met his wife.

My grandmother, Gladys Alloway DeMarco, was a school-teacher from Friendship, New Jersey, a place of only about fourteen homes, situated in between Hammonton and Chatsworth. My grandmother’s family—decidedly non-Italian—could trace their American roots back to the time when their ancestor William Alloways was the scrivener to William Penn. My grandmother’s father, Garfield Alloway, was the manager of another cranberry farm in the Pine Barrens, Evans & Wills. He had met my grandfather when the latter had worked as a laborer at Evans & Wills. I have no idea what Garfield Alloway thought when his daughter Gladys married Tony DeMarco—I only know the story that when my grandfather showed up at the door, my grandmother’s relatives would yell, “Gladie! The dago’s here!” Still, discrimination against Italians only spurred my grandfather on to bigger and more ambitious behavior. If he wanted to do something like, say, buy thousands of acres of land, that’s exactly what he would do.

By 1941, Prince Ruspoli had decided to return to Europe. His masterpiece—a resort called the Chatsworth Club, whose members included Astors, du Ponts, Morgans, and Vanderbilts—had burned down in the late 1930s, and this, along with the aftereffects of the Great Depression and the burgeoning world war, convinced him it was time to leave New Jersey. Through his lawyers, he sold his property to my grandfather for $100,000.

My grandfather’s total net worth at the time was about $1,000, if we’re being generous. According to my father, my grandfather felt his $100,000 mortgage was justified in that a complete loss would leave him with nothing, which is what he had when he made the deal in the first place. It seems doubtful, however, that my grandfather believed he would end up with nothing. The land he purchased was full of ecological treasures—pine forests and untainted water and the as-yet-unnamed Pine Barrens tree frog, among countless other animals and plants. This is important information now, since all of these sites and species will be protected by the conservation group, but I don’t have a clue whether my grandfather cared particularly about any of these creatures or plants—he died before I was born. What I do suspect he cared about was another naturally occurring element on his new property: cranberries. And not just cranberries—blueberries, too. In fact, it seems as if my grandfather had a broad vision for himself once he shrugged off his pharmaceutical career and became a farmer and, perhaps more important, a landowner. By all accounts he worked constantly, as if driven by a passion usually associated with athletes or artists—or, perhaps, poor men with great ambition. Every day he traveled the twenty-eight miles to Chatsworth, supervising all parts of his growing businesses before driving home to Hammonton, to his wife and family. Indeed, he did this every day up to and including the day he was killed by a drunk driver in a car accident, December 31, 1964.

By the time he died, Anthony R. DeMarco had paid off his mortgage, created a thriving blueberry and cranberry farm, built up and managed a vast produce brokerage that brought New Jersey-grown fruits and vegetables to consumers around the country, and started a trucking company that was responsible for bringing the first flats of New Jersey blueberries to markets west of the Mississippi River. During this time he had also invented a hybrid form of cranberry, called the cropper, that is still cultivated today. Finally, and perhaps most notably, he joined a fledgling cooperative of cranberry farmers based in Massachusetts. The cooperative was called Ocean Spray. Unfortunately for my grandfather, he did not live long enough to bear the real financial fruits of his multienterprises. That was for the next generation.

In a Horatio Alger version of the American Dream, my grandfather’s three children all attended Ivy League colleges and/or graduate schools and became just as well trained in economics as they were knowledgeable about farming in New Jersey. They also, as the American Dream goes, were exposed to the Other World outside New Jersey. New influences flooded their lives, and, as in many similar families, the desire of the next generation to leave their hometown and explore new terrain was pronounced. This was true of my uncle and aunt, although my father had chosen to return to Hammonton as a lawyer and a family man. My aunt did move away, living first in Pittsburgh and then further west, in Idaho and Washington. My uncle, who has stated he wished he could have moved to a city like San Francisco after graduating from Yale Law School, was instead named the manager of my grandfather’s business after my grandfather’s untimely death. He became a superb operational manager, and, as Ocean Spray prospered, so did our cranberry farm.

Permit me to write about cranberry farming from the perspective of an observer—someone who never rode a tractor, churned up the berries, or went anywhere near the perilous beehives spotted around the property. At the risk of espousing hyperbole, cranberry farming is, without exception, the most extraordinary agricultural spectacle in the world. The cranberry harvest in New Jersey occurs during the fall, usually during the month of October. On our farm’s property of pitch pines and streams and frogs, there were six hundred acres of cultivated cranberry bogs, situated amid the tall white pine and red cedar trees and adjacent to green lakes of “cedar water.” Cranberry farming is an example of a crop that is respectful of the environment; it is a crop that grows no matter what, whether in a cultivated bog or in its cousin, the ignominious swamp. Pesticide and fertilizer use is minimal, and the water used in the harvest is pristine, unharmed by the cranberry farming that has been occurring naturally for more than one hundred years. The bogs, which for the summer months are literal carpets of tangled cranberry vines, are flooded via a system of dams, such that the vines themselves are swallowed up by the water. Specialized machines—think tractors for water—are then driven through the bogs by farmworkers who know the correct paths to avoid damage to the vines, and the berries are shaken off the vines so that they float to the top. Consider, then, the sight: red cranberries atop a small lake of blue water, encircled by evergreen trees and—if you’re lucky—under an idyllic blue autumnal sky. Extraordinary.

(It should be noted that the sight of a cranberry harvest is about as far away from the conventional perception of New Jersey as the moon is from Newark. If you aren’t moved by the sight of a cranberry harvest, perhaps you’ll be moved by the metaphorical collapse of the New Jersey stereotype. There is no turnpike here.)

After the cranberries tumble from the vines and rise to the surface of the water, they are collected via transportable conveyor systems to a dump truck waiting alongside the bog. In our farm’s case, the cranberries were then taken to the Ocean Spray processing plant in nearby Bordentown, New Jersey, where they eventually became part of the vast array of juices available on your grocery shelves.

After the harvest, the bogs remain flooded throughout the winter so that the water protects the cranberry vines from freezing. If, on wintry nights, the temperature threatens to destroy the vines, resident farmworkers stay on the bogs throughout the night, irrigating them so the water stays fluid. In the spring the bogs are drained, the bees are put into service, and the cycle of cranberry farming begins anew.

I never worked on the farm during the cranberry harvest. But my mother insisted that my three siblings and I work on our family’s blueberry farm during our childhood summers. My mother had grown up in Malaga, New Jersey, a tiny town of about 800 located about fifteen miles from my hometown of Hammonton. One of ten children, her Italian immigrant father and American-born Italian mother stressed the need for education above all else, and she put herself through college and graduate school and (she swears) would have finished her Ph.D. dissertation if she hadn’t been rudely interrupted by marriage and the subsequent arrival of four children within five years. No matter; in her heart she is and always will be a farm girl. She remembers cutting laurel in the winters and picking turnips and beets and strawberries in the summer, and will recount (ad nauseam, if I’m to be truthful) how hard she worked in the fields from some obscenely young age. It was not surprising, then, that she brought her own four children to her husband’s farm at a similarly obscenely young age, first to pick blueberries and then to work either in the farm’s concrete shed as a packer (my sister and I) or in the fields driving trucks (my brothers). Sometimes, when she travels to visit me in Manhattan, my mother looks out the window and shudders. “I need space,” she says, “I like to know there are farms around.” I feel the same thing.

Still, my mother—who had taken a giant step away from her mother’s life when she finished high school, then college, then graduate school—pushed her children to take even further giant steps away from her. She was the one who decided that her children needed to leave the Hammonton public school system to go away to boarding school; she—a woman supremely comfortable in the environs of South Jersey—was the one who intimated the idea that there was a larger world available to us, even if it meant, however unacknowledged, losing her children to that same larger world. This is why, in the fall of 1982, I found myself at St. Andrew’s School in Middletown, Delaware, a coed boarding-only high school so impressively preppy that it later served as the setting for the film Dead Poets Society.

When I left Hammonton for St. Andrew’s, I didn’t know many things. For starters, I had no idea that New Jersey’s nickname, the Garden State, was a joke to most of the outside world. This was a bit of a problem, since by the time you’re fifteen you’re supposed to know what’s a joke and what isn’t, especially if it’s about the place where you’ve spent fifteen years. But there, on Delaware soil, in front of a girl who had just told me (not a bit nicely) that her grandfather was one of New England’s finest poets, I stood, dumb as a post, when she laughed after I told her I was from New Jersey. “The Garden State,” she said with a lisp. “All the chemicals you can buy.”

In retrospect, this was the first of many times when I felt that I knew very little about my home state. In boarding school, things were different. Not everyone’s name ended in a vowel. Not everyone came from or worked on a farm. Everyone—well, mostly everyone—did seem to have an impression of New Jersey (and Italians, for that matter), and it wasn’t good. (To interrupt some naysayers, I know there are people who say that the big-haired, stupid, criminal, New Jersey-Italian stereotype is good, at least in an “isn’t it dramatic/funny/passionate” way. They’re wrong.) But perhaps what made me most different from my peers was the fact that I had recently been named the 1982 New Jersey Blueberry Queen.

In Hammonton, the Blueberry Queen was like Home-coming Queen, chosen from among the many girls who worked on blueberry farms during the summer. Since everyone did work for a farm, the only other requirement, just as for Prom Queen or Homecoming Queen, was to be attractive and popular. I was certainly happy I had won—it’s always better to win, after all—but what I remember most about that night was that my overprotective parents had not allowed me to take a date to the event. But I didn’t think winning a contest based on congeniality, and yes, beauty, was necessarily something of which to be embarrassed. So I told some people at my new school. Mistake. At boarding school, Blueberry Queen was like Resident New Girl Freak. (Or so I thought. I’ve since discovered that some of my peers genuinely believed my title was quaint and appealingly authentic.) And Blueberry Queen of New Jersey? I might as well have just set myself up in the school common with a bull’s-eye on my back. After all, it was bad enough that I had a surfeit of knowledge about farming; that the farming occurred in New Jersey was a peculiarity so strange and so unexpected that I’m certain my classmates and teachers wondered whether I was lying. (Much later, my British editor, upon receiving the manuscript of my first novel, Cranberry Queen, asked me if I had invented the Pine Barrens, much as Lewis Carroll had done with Alice and her Wonderland.)

To a fifteen-year-old girl with a big smile and weak psyche, the gap between what I knew to be true and what my new peers knew to be true was wide and deep. I was Blueberry Queen of New Jersey; my new roommate had just returned from an Outward Bound trip where she had pranced around nude for three days. I spent my summers working on a farm; my new peers spent their summers at camps where they learned how to kayak and play tennis. I had no idea how to navigate this big pond in which I was the proverbially small fish. So I did something fairly challenging for a teenager: I realized the social value of being from a different background so long as I acted the same as everyone else. This meant wearing clothes that were too big, retaining the hard “g” sound at the end of gerunds, and, most notably, using my grandfather’s prescience at becoming a member of Ocean Spray to prove that I was not so different from my tennis-playing peers.

But here’s the weird part. I wasn’t lying. By the time I attended St. Andrew’s, Ocean Spray had hit its stride. The crop called “red gold” by the media had, under Ocean Spray’s manipulations, transformed itself into juices so desired by the public that the Ocean Spray brand had become synonymous with fresh, healthy good taste. It was doing so well that it was increasing its price, eventually paying its members, the growers, approximately $60 per barrel. Our farm produced more than one hundred thousand barrels annually. Do the math: this was indeed a prosperous time.

All of my peers had heard of Ocean Spray, and in the social currency of boarding school and the Ivy League, this was what was important. (It may not be surprising to learn that what was most notable about Ocean Spray, at least to my classmates, was that cranberry juice was rumored to soothe urinary tract infections and, perhaps more important, was a necessary ingredient for a Sea Breeze.) Yes, I was a naive farm girl from a part of New Jersey no one knew about, but no, I was not naive enough to think that people wouldn’t be impressed by my family’s business. The fact that the business succeeded on the tiny backs of a beautiful homegrown crop only added to the charm; I was an heiress to a cranberry empire, and this was a very formidable social mallet to wield. That the “estate” in which I would undoubtedly share at some point in my future was an agricultural marvel, respectful of the environment, and lucrative was a further bonus. I deduced an inclination of my new peers to look at my background with a quaintness not necessarily deserved and used it to my advantage. Blueberry Queen of New Jersey, I realized, indicated to some people a certain country-rube flavor, and while this initially embarrassed me, it later helped me write about people who couldn’t see beyond the obvious. (Or in my case, the tiara. Remember this the next time you see a pleasant-looking farm girl; she may be figuring out how to use you as a character in her next book.)

The one given in the story I had created for myself and my background was the farm itself. It had never occurred to me that my siblings and I, as well as my aunt’s daughter, would not, at some point in the distant future, run the farm. In the first place, it just made sense: hadn’t my grandfather handed over the reins to his children? Perhaps more important, the operation was in amazing shape—so efficient that it was the highest-producing-per-acre farm in the entire Ocean Spray cooperative. It was inconceivable that the farm would not continue, not just for my children but for my children’s children, and so long as the market prevailed.

But then the market failed, however briefly. And not only the market. My family did, too.

The market first. By the late 1990s, Ocean Spray’s prices had dropped to $17 a barrel due to oversupply, and Ocean Spray was in free fall. During this time there had been a chance for Ocean Spray to merge with one of the huge, multinational beverage corporations, but the board of directors, fundamentally a group of independent-minded farmers, had narrowly voted it down, choosing instead to wait out this blow by the market system until supply again met demand. My family had lobbied hard for the merger, and for my uncle, a member of the board of directors and a seasoned and extraordinarily successful politician in his own right, this loss must have been bitter.

And then my family—my father, that is, and his brother and sister—collided over the fiscal management of the farm. In the 1990s and then again in 2003, my father sued my uncle over his fiscal management of the farm, alleging in his suits that the debt incurred by the farm under my uncle’s management was the reason the farm needed to be sold. My uncle denied any wrongdoing in his management of the farm and was quoted in the press during 2003 as saying he had sold the farm because “the cranberry industry has inalterably changed. Cranberry farming is just not profitable, and I don’t see it changing anytime soon.” (It is worth noting that Ocean Spray reported a 40 percent revenue growth in 2004.)

Both cases were settled before a court trial, putting a legal end to both the farm and my grandfather’s businesses. It is impossible to end childhood memories, however, which means that there will be no settling of disconcerting emotions with respect to my family. My father’s siblings were extraordinarily close to my siblings and myself; it is not a stretch to say that I would not have been a writer today if not for them. I had hoped—rather naively—that all this family squabbling would end up in a compromise, however untidy. But in hindsight, my optimism seems baseless. All the signs of an impending sale were there. My older brother used to say, “Kathy, write it off. It’s gone.” It was my choice to ignore the war brewing in my father’s generation; like a ridiculous Pollyanna, I always thought that these very smart people would figure out some way to keep the farm in our family, market forces—and even lawsuits—be damned.

But then the sale to the conservation group closed, on December 31, 2003.

As should be obvious by now, I assumed the farm was as much a part of me as my head. I never personally owned a shard of the land, of course, and during the school year it was rare for me even to visit the property—except when I wanted to brag to friends, in which case I brought them to south Jersey to witness the harvest for themselves. On those days, when we would leave looking around the vast property, extending as far as we could see in all directions, I would feel inordinately proud: Look what my grandfather did! Look at what my family has! Of course, my actual physical knowledge of the cranberry farm was abstract—when I took a boyfriend to the fields for the first time, I mistakenly showed him the immaculately groomed cranberry bogs of the Lee Brothers Farm, a farm adjacent to our own, before I realized my mistake. But I knew the blueberry fields—or at least where the blueberry fields were. I tried to show this boyfriend the fields where I had first picked, way back in the early 1970s, but the gate was locked, and the rusted PROPERTY OF A. R. DEMARCO ENTERPRISES sign was hanging by one link of a corroded chain. Thwarted, I still showed him other childhood places: the lake once adorned by Prince Ruspoli’s Chatsworth Club; the corner store where I had used my blueberry-picking earnings to buy red string licorice. I made us drive down the paved roads and the dirt paths where I used to go motorbike riding when I was a teenager, and I showed him the local municipal building, named for my grandparents, located on the one main street of this very small town. I showed him the Ocean Spray processing plant, and I basically bragged all the way back to New York City about my family, my grandfather, my life, myself.

For a long while, I didn’t know that my attachment to the property was so extravagant—I didn’t realize that the summer months of my childhood accumulated to an aggregate, intangible relationship, one that enriches me as a person even as I still straddle the gap between my upbringing in South Jersey and life in Every Place Else. It is not a coincidence that I write most easily about New Jersey, my New Jersey; it is no surprise that the mythology I created because of my time spent on the farm is the well to which I return again and again when I approach my fiction.

Many times since the sale has been concluded I’ve comforted myself with this (banal) train of thought: “What is ownership, anyway? Who can own anything?” This helps only a little. And the money? I suppose people may think the $12 million sale price would temper much of the grief—this is not true, and not only because there will not be much (if any) of the $12 million left. (Banks and lawyers seem in some way to be the ones most benefiting from my grandfather’s vision.) And then there is one more thing that adds to the hurt feelings, the mourning. After the sale closed, it was reported in the press that none of my generation was interested in running the farm. This, insofar as it represents my siblings and myself, is not true. If any of us had been asked, the answer would have been yes.

And so, at last, we’re back at the dedication ceremony for the Franklin Parker Preserve, formerly the land owned by my father, uncle, and aunt, formerly the land owned by Prince Ruspoli, formerly the land lived on by the Leni Lenape Indians, formerly the land not owned by anyone. We stand on the blueberry field whose gate had been locked years earlier, when I took my then boyfriend, now husband to see it. My son, squirming at my chest, will have no memory of this day. Sophie Parker, my friend John’s youngest child, may—she is off in the distance, a beautiful girl playing on the vast field where I used to work. I envision future generations of Parkers playing on this same field, just as the speaker is predicting, and I suddenly feel the tether connecting me to the Pine Barrens snap. At that precise moment, I silently vow that I will never return, that I will never take my children to this place, that if family heritage means nothing to my family, then my children have no reason to have any ties to this place. (And really, who cares if any of this proves to be true? My place will be eagerly taken by the visitors who will come to the Franklin Parker Preserve, excited to explore and canoe and hike and see this stunning wilderness in the state where unsightliness is presumed.) I will continue to use the farm, and its mysterious New Jersey setting, as inspiration for my fiction, because I seem unable to do otherwise, but I will not come to see it, not anymore. And I will continue to look for other reasons why this farm no longer exists—environmental-ists, Ocean Spray’s management, the Pine Barrens tree frog—while I deliberately avoid what I know to be the truth: that a family, like a farm, cannot, ultimately, retain perfect control of its crop, no matter how cultivated the produce and no matter how much it is beloved.
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