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            To Preston—the sweetest one.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            “A multitude of small delights constitute happiness.”

            —Charles Baudelaire

            “Happiness . . . not in another place but this place, not for another hour but this hour.”

            —Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass

            “Sometimes I think that the thing I love most about being an adult is the right to buy candy whenever and wherever I want.”

            —Ryan Gosling
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         Just an elegant idea, these—an intensely sugary soda in nugget form. The shape of this ancient penny candy is so old-fashioned
            I wonder if it makes any sense to kids these days, when and if they encounter it. Even in the 1980s, barrels abounded in my
            childhood, on-screen and in person: they carried cartoon characters over waterfalls, and they stood in the rock shop near
            my home in Maine, filled with tiny polished stones that my mother and I dipped our arms into, the cool, smooth surfaces flowing
            over our skin. Barrels decorated restaurants in the mountains of New Hampshire, where my aunt Gwen lived, where everything
            rustic had a clean, burnished charm. Barrel planters bordered yards, standing vertical or artfully tipped over, spilling pansies
            and marigolds onto bright lawns surrounded by tall pines.
         

         
         I would get my root beer barrels from the penny candy counter at our tiny Main Street pharmacy, which tells you what a time capsule Maine is, its people forever looking backward, visiting drive-ins and roadside ice cream stands, using all manner of old language to help and confuse those “from away.” (Ask directions of a Mainer—and you will have to, because cell reception is abysmal up there—and those directions will include at least one landmark that hasn’t stood there for a decade, or the name of a family farm now paved over with a Dollar General.) Those sugar barrels were admirably detailed: little incised lines for the planks, two raised rings for the stays. Wait, that’s not right: the wooden boards are called staves, the metal rings that hold them together are hoops. I used to have this knowledge: staves, hoops, bilge—it comes back to me, and I wonder how much other forgotten knowledge I contain. As kids we’d giggle at “bunghole,” even before
            Beavis and Butt-Head. Those were days of analog knowledge, when the thought of wood entered the daily conversation, when at least some of the
            materials of your life would be recognizable to your ancestors. Before everything became plastic, acrylic, ahistorical.
         

         
         So this candy was an ancient shape, echoing an object that stood in distilleries and barns and in the holds of ships made
            from the same wood and iron, and the flavor, too, was old, a treat crafted for your great-grandparents. The base for root
            beer is sarsaparilla or sassafras, long known to the region’s Native American peoples as medicine, commodified by white pharmacists
            in the mid-nineteenth century, enhanced with various herbs and spices. Birch, spruce, wintergreen: a forest on the tongue,
            the depth of old-growth trees entering your body, ushered in by sugar. Star anise, nutmeg, clove, ginger: spices that had
            once been precious, once meant wealth. Molasses: currency and history, the South and its violence, the North and its violence.
         

         
         Maine takes its soda several steps further in its preference for Moxie, a darker brown sweet beverage with a flavor usually described, inadequately, as “root beer plus cough medicine.” Moxie dates to 1876—the same year Charles Elmer Hires created the first commercial root beer. It was first marketed as a medicine called Moxie Nerve Food—meant to cure anything from “softening of the brain” to “nervousness”—before the company added carbonation, making it one of the most popular soft drinks in America. It has a bitter aftertaste, a long kick that attacks as soon as the liquid vacates your mouth, fuming out your nostrils. Many Mainers love this sensation, and still others, like me, will themselves to love it out of some desire to belong. Or perhaps we go back for another sip simply because the first hit of sweetness is the only way to dispel the aftertaste. Sweetness and bubbles, bitter fumes, sweetness, repeat until gone, like living through one hellish icy winter after another, the few crisp, bright days of summer a reprieve just long enough to let amnesia settle in, to keep you from moving away. To drink Moxie you need moxie, the synonym for chutzpah named after the drink America forgot. 

         
         This bittersweet liquid is locked into the state identity and given its own festival each summer, one I’m glad David Foster Wallace didn’t cast his shadow upon. Unlike lobsters and pine trees and Stephen King, Moxie is something that constitutes them—us—that the flatlanders don’t know much about. It lives in the state psyche alongside the potato fields in the counties up north, where kids still, two decades into the twenty-first century, get weeks off school for the harvest. We dig in the dirt for the food that went wrong back in Ireland (even though the starvation really came courtesy of English rule), the old country many of us left to wedge ourselves between rocks on land that rightfully should still belong to the Wabanaki and Abenaki among us, and we sip a drink that provides a flash second of enjoyment followed by bitterness, and we are proud. We buy Moxie whenever we see it at the gas station, driving the narrow roads split apart and buckled by frost heaves, winter perpetually with us even in summer, sipping it as we wind around mountains and along the shores of lakes, no logical, direct path from one place to another, because, as we say, you can’t get there from here. You can, but it takes some doing. Here’s a bitter drink for your journey, one meant to cure whatever ails you.
         

         
         I just discovered that the thing that gives Moxie its bitter flavor—and I hadn’t expected it to be a single ingredient, thought
            it would be a complex, varying blend, like root beer or Chartreuse—is gentian root. Aperol—so trendy in cocktails these past
            few years—also contains gentian. But gentian, for me, is gentian violet, a blazingly bright purple liquid that carried me
            through some of my most difficult recent years.
         

         
         At perhaps the high point of my life, the release of my first book, a memoir titled After the Eclipse, my body broke down, stress and huge emotions finally taking their toll after six years of writing. The book is about my mother’s life and her sudden, violent death. She worked hard as a single mother, devoting herself to me and to a search for true love, until she was murdered in our home by a stranger when she was thirty and I was twelve. The task of transforming all that darkness into something meaningful and life-affirming had been monumental, and I could not, at first, imagine what could come next. After years of trying to make my life about more than just my most painful loss, I had moved back into that story, become publicly defined by it. I found myself wondering what happens once we’ve survived, how we make meaning of all the days that come after the end of the dramatic story. I was so tired of darkness. Maybe my next book, I told my friends, should be about kittens and rainbows. I didn’t know how accurate that joke would prove to be. 

         
         Back then, I was honored to have written that book, to have been able to, and honored that hundreds of people were coming
            out to events in six states to hear me read from it, but I was also overwhelmed. Most overwhelmed was my pussy, which caught
            perhaps only my second yeast infection ever, one that started so suddenly and got such a strong hold on me that at first I
            didn’t even recognize it for what it was. When the first doctor assured me that I was not, in fact, dying of some rare disease,
            I was relieved, having no idea how long I would suffer. I’ll spare further details, but trust me, you never want to be medically
            interesting.
         

         
         Back in the early days of my memoir’s publication, I suffered, too full of vicious microbes for the usual magic-bullet pill to even work. I was told the condition was localized, but I could feel it was systemic. No pills, no creams, no suppositories (terrible word)—nothing—worked. The pills had no effect whatsoever, powerless pink pellets thrown into a volcano. The creams burned me, something I was told wasn’t possible, even as I experienced it, trying to sleep while blowtorches tore my insides on the nights when I tried them once again, desperate and foolishly hopeful. 

         
         My life at that time was supposedly about witness, about testimony, and this should have been when my word meant the most—my
            word, after all, was what engendered all those bookstore gatherings—and yet in the privacy of the exam room I was disregarded.
            I was continually told that I was somehow causing my own pain. Doctor after doctor told me to do things I was already doing
            to soothe symptoms they insisted I wasn’t having. One told me to eat more salad, at a time when I had in fact been eating
            an unusual amount of salad, so concerned was I with my image, so driven was I to be a perfect, pleasing vessel for story,
            thin and beautiful like my mother had been. “It’s immunological,” said another doctor, offering an encouragingly serious word,
            but when I asked further questions—about what she meant exactly, or what the word meant for my treatment—I could ascertain
            nothing further. Should I go to an immunologist, then? I asked. Or an endocrinologist? Or . . . some other -ologist? She shrugged,
            flapped a hand at me in an I wouldn’t bother gesture, and sent me on my way with the same useless little pill that had failed me before. Each doctor seemed to think their
            prescription pad contained some magic fairy dust that would make the pill work this time.
         

         
         I traveled from state to state, visiting every place I had lived over the years. My whole body constantly burned with a slight fever, and I was weak, and I lost more weight, and I smiled and hugged and kissed cheeks and focused hard on all that love to ignore the terrible discomfort below. My face was constantly red, and in photos I can see I overdid it with the green color-correcting concealer, giving myself a zombielike pallor. I could not wear my uniform of black jeans, I could not drink, I could not have sex, I could not have dairy, I could not have carbs, I could not eat sugar. No sugar, none: I felt the effects instantly, although every doctor told me, of course, that this was impossible. A treat as tiny as a single root beer barrel was unthinkable, a reckless indulgence not worth the punishment. I was entirely stripped of all my pleasurable coping mechanisms. Even worse, in the absence of authoritative evidence, I’d had to impose these restrictions on myself, so what should have been a victory lap felt more like a parade of self-abnegation. My friends offered me champagne and cakes, knowing my passion for both, and old lovers came out and leaned in close and asked me to come home with them after my events, and I had to turn it all down. I found myself alone and burning in hotel rooms, in silence, with salad. 

         
         In each city I got worse, cramped airplanes and humid car rides turning out to be where candida most loves to party, and in each city I visited a doctor, delicately negotiating the logistics with hosts and friends of varying levels of intimacy, tiptoeing awkwardly around the need for a ride or tearfully revealing to them my condition in the hope that they would make calls to their own gynecologists. Finally, at home in Maine, a beautiful, generous young doctor who’d slipped me in between appointments (a friend of my kind host, Joan) recommended gentian violet. “It’s a liquid you apply,” she said, “but the thing is, it’ll turn you all purple.” The purple lasts a week or so after every application. By then it had been weeks since I’d heard any new ideas. A new idea meant hope. “Yes, please, give it to me,” I said. “I don’t care about being purple.” Who could care about that? I was aghast at the provincial vanity of anyone who would refuse relief because it would tint them with color. I was fully ready to become an O’Keeffe petunia. Maybe now I could finally stop googling, get off WebMD, get things under control enough so the fucking arugula could work its magic. 

         
         The young doctor left the exam room for a while and my heart calmed. Relief would come soon. My love for her radiated out
            to the entire building, the town, the world. I even sent forgiveness to the Salad Doctor; doctoring was a hard job, after
            all, and now I would be well, no harm done. The young doctor returned in ten or so minutes, said the office had discarded
            its last dose of gentian violet when it expired—it’d been so long since anyone had used this treatment. It was super old-fashioned,
            what Russian grandmothers used, I would later learn. That I was hearing about it at all was a testament to Maine’s anachronism.
            I burst into tears as suddenly as a child fallen on a sidewalk. I was as heartbroken as if she’d told me they’d thrown out
            the last bottle on the planet. The medicine was never coming, and I would keep burning and suffering and starving, sitting
            alone and half-naked on scratchy paper on vinyl tables up and down the Eastern Seaboard, telling story after story about a
            mom who was never coming back.
         

         
         I apologized through my tears as the doctor told me about a natural foods store that was likely to have the royal liquid in stock. She was incredibly kind; when I couldn’t stop weeping, she called them for me to check. “They’ll have a bottle set aside for you,” she finally said. “They’re on Forest Avenue.” She gave me a bouquet of six-inch cotton swabs. “Put this in the liquid and then swirl it around inside you,” she said. “Be careful: it is very purple and will stain everything it touches.” She wasn’t kidding: one tiny speck easily turns into a banner of color, radiant like a springtime bloom. I would spend the next couple of months secretly bleach-cleaning the bathrooms of each friend and family member who took me in on my travels. 

         
         At the natural foods store, I found a man standing at a long, carved-wood counter, with various teas and tinctures in glass
            jars gleaming on long shelves behind him, each a promise of health, the whole picture recalling that old penny candy counter
            at my hometown pharmacy. As he handed me the little bottle of purple, I wanted to express my gratitude, but I didn’t want
            to refer to my condition, embarrassing as it was. I was finding that my usual body and sex positivity evaporated when the
            body in question was mine and it was vulnerable. To write a memoir is to decide to reveal secrets and intimacies, but the
            forced disclosures of sickness are something else entirely.
         

         
         Sweating with newfound hope, I swirled as the doctor had instructed in a coffee shop bathroom on my way to a newspaper interview on my way to a reading where I met the extremely famous writer Richard Russo, who had read my book and complimented its structure, which had been the book’s biggest challenge. I have a picture of us together that Joan took sneakily and sent to me in a frame that now hangs in my office. He’s wearing a corduroy jacket with elbow patches, and I look infinitely less terrible than I felt, standing there in my favorite polka-dotted shirt and a can’t-believe-my-luck smile. I also had a cold that day, and my voice was ragged and quiet, but the bookstore was incredibly cozy, and the owner gave me one of the best, most thoughtful introductions I received on the whole tour. The gentian violet cooled me, and I applied more when I got home to Joan’s, more every chance I got, and my royal-purple pussy soon healed enough that the pills finally worked. There was an astounding rightness to this: the bitter root that gives my hometown drink its bite had healed me via a strangely beautiful transformation. The flora of Maine had given me what I needed when I most needed it; the land where I’d experienced my greatest loss had finally made some grand gesture of penance. 

         
         But the thing about examining both our joys and our struggles is that we so often find that ideas we’d held sacred turn out
            to be false. I recently learned that my magical purple potion is named for the vivid color of Gentiana verna—which is used to flavor Moxie—but that it doesn’t contain anything of the plant itself. It’s made in a lab, a chemical by-product
            of coal tar, its safety questionable enough to get it banned in Canada and Australia.
         

         
         But I can’t help it: the otherworldly, candy-colored vial underneath my bathroom sink still feels miraculous to me, fated.
            The other name for gentian violet is crystal violet—my mother’s name, paired with the flower she scattered around our house
            in little pots, scrappy plants with velvet leaves and furled petals, smelling of tangy, bitter earth. And it’s still true
            that I was saved by this old medicine from my home state, by my people’s willingness to hold on to the past. I had wanted
            a pure connection, but what I had instead was a story—a little sweet, a little bitter.
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            On Strawberry Rip Rolls
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            I received this as a gift from my dear friends Alan Michael and Daniel, who purchased it from a dollar store near Holden Beach, North Carolina, a small, undeveloped town hugging the curve at the bottom of the state. This neat roll of tape calls to mind both Fruit Roll-Ups and Bubble Tape gum, and it is thus a guaranteed nostalgia generator for a nineties kid. I ate this on a beach and welcomed the tactile experience, the messy fun of pulling and stretching and breaking it. The roll is nestled in a crimped plastic package—nothing special, nothing like the cool measuring-tape dispenser of Bubble Tape, but at least it opens easily, the plastic quickly yielding, breaking as though brittle. The candy tape is bright red, almost hot pink, and covered in futuristic sugar crystals. The tape’s surface is intricately ribbed, calling to mind another object that, days later, I still can’t place. At first I thought of correction tape, the old-fashioned kind for typewriters, but that’s not right—that didn’t have texture. I keep picturing a grooved beige strip. I might be thinking of a belt deep inside a printer that I tangled with at my first desk job. This physical rhyme will trouble me until the memory, like memories will, suddenly clicks into place. I can wait. 

            
            The tape breaks easily, which is a plus, coming apart with a slight stretch followed by a satisfying snap. The sugar is grainy
               on the tongue, which is interesting but off-putting in this particular venue. On a beach, it’s too much like sand. Smaller
               grains would give this the sparkle-melt feeling they were likely going for without grinding between the teeth.
            

            
            The flavor itself is a disappointment. Red is usually the clear winner in a colorful candy, even if it doesn’t taste like
               the strawberry or raspberry or cherry it aspires to be. Red is excitement and brightness and I’m here for it. This red exactly
               matches the aroma of children’s strawberry shampoo, which as a kid you end up tasting a little bit as the overexcited foam
               gets washed into the corners of your mouth, before you’ve perfected your signature of nuanced head tilts and hair flicks that
               will prevent you from eating it, the pattern of personal grooming that, when you finally stand in a shower with a lover, will
               look like the mating dance of an exotic bird.
            

            
            Tasting this, I’m five again, using that shampoo and standing below my mother, who must have started me on showers with supervision. I’m asking if I can stay a few minutes longer, “to relax,” as she guides the suds that I missed out of my hair. She grants me these few minutes, stepping out so I can stand under the water alone, tipping back my head and shutting my eyes, the warmth deep in my body. I might have gotten the idea of needing to relax from ambient exposure to her stress, but the important thing is that she allows me these moments, even if the strain on the water heater will drive up the electricity bill, because relaxing and pleasure are valued in this house. It will take me a long time to understand that not everyone was raised like this. This ethos will bring me to this beach, with these kind friends, will lead me to prioritize a whole week of sunshine, year after year. Other friends will say, every year, “Wow, a whole week?” Yes, a whole week. Of course, it’s a huge privilege to be able to do this. My mother herself could not have pulled it off—not a whole week, not right on the dunes. 

            
            What confounds me is that people question why one would want to take a week and lie on a towel, idle except for the occasional
               lazy turn of a paperback page. It’s as though they can’t imagine allowing themselves. Sustaining pleasure is, after all, a
               skill—maybe even a responsibility, if we are to remain joyous enough to be good to one another.
            

            
            Under that radiant beach sunshine, I take another bite of the tape candy, considering this flavor-aroma echo. Could they use the same chemical additive for shampoo and for candy—would that be legal? Is that why this ended up at a dollar store in rural North Carolina? It’s not a good candy, but it’s candy, and the sugar grains propel me to another few bites. Also, it’s a gift, so I feel I should give it my best shot. Alan Michael informs me that I don’t have to finish it, and because everyone’s watching me, I do the sensible thing and put the rest back in the package, to be thrown away up at the house. Later, since I would be embarrassed to be seen eating something I’ve declared to be garbage, I write about this candy as a way of prolonging the experience. The next day, I write about another. And another. 

            
         
         
            On Twizzlers
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            I have pure love for Twizzlers, and I also love how much other people love them. When I’m driving, I always prefer the radio
               to hooking up my own music: knowing that thousands of other people are out there, hearing the same songs and singing along,
               all of us strangers breathing in time, our bodies infused with the same drumbeat, makes everything sound better. And so with
               Twizzlers, a candy that inspires devotion.
            

            
            This may leave you wondering if Twizzlers are my favorite candy. Sugar is a pleasure that I take seriously. I have rhapsodized about the perfection of a fresh Twix and tipsily ranted about how overrated Trader Joe’s Peanut Butter Cups are. But I can’t answer this “favorite” question, not yet. The underlying premise—that our strongest desires are stable, unchangeable, that we crown a best love and leave it at that—depresses me. Pleasure is wonderfully circumstantial, varied. Favorite under what circumstances? In what weather? On the road or at home? In what mood? Can I get my hands dirty? My fellow candy people understand, but hopefully we all have something that lights us up, gives us a reprieve, some kind of tactile, visceral experience that keeps us connected to the world and about which we’re a little obsessive. For some it’s sports, yoga, gardening, or sex; for me it’s candy—and sex, though not at the same time. More on that later. 

            
            Twizzlers are for sitting on picnic tables on green lawns with sprinklers running, the tiny, suspended globes of water disappearing
               in the summer heat before they hit the ground. Twizzlers are for cool, dark movie theaters, barely visible in the light reaching
               you and your boyfriend, sitting way at the back, where you alternate the pleasures of kissing and chewing. Twizzlers aren’t
               a gas station candy, but they’re a road trip candy: pair with a cooler of sodas and plastic-wrapped sandwiches, and ration
               each piece—each stick? each twizz?—to make the package last the two-day drive.
            

            
            I can’t continue without addressing the obnoxious chorus I can already hear, the “But have you had Red Vines?” people. Are
               they Canadian, these people? Is the candy? Or is it American regional? I don’t know. The point is they miss the point. Red
               Vines are nice, sure. They are softer and they have a brighter flavor. But Twizzlers are iconic. Parks and Recreation’s Leslie Knope was right to wonder if Twizzlers people and Red Vines people can marry—even the Red Vines brand manager cites
               the Montagues and Capulets in speaking of the rivalry. 
            

            
            I’m tired of this foodie business where we compare classic snacks with lesser-known or bespoke versions of same. Yes, the homemade pop tarts at Little Zelda coffee shop on Franklin Avenue are mind-bogglingly good. I first had one when I wandered in there, my first week in Brooklyn, more than a decade ago. How could a coffee shop be so small, such a perfect little jewel, dominated by its gigantic Italian espresso maker, floor in half-inch tiles, walls covered with printed flyers and notices and notes from customers, like it was the 1990s? How could a barista be so kind while trapped in that tiny box? How the fuck did someone make a pop tart so delicious? The crust was flaky, the strawberry filling tasted like a meadow, the frosting melted onto your tongue and off the pastry instead of snapping like a crust or falling to crumbles. It was a food moment I’ll remember all my life, one I repeated semiweekly for the next few weeks. But were these homemade pastries better than actual Pop-Tarts? No. And can you get a perfect coffee shop pastry on your way home at 3 a.m. after leaving a dear friend’s birthday party, blanketed in a weed high sparkled with remnants of champagne? No. Not even in Brooklyn, and so, not anywhere. A block or so from your apartment, you’ll steer yourself into the bigger bodega, the one that’s open all night, the one with grocery store aspirations. You’ll trawl the tiny aisles, a leaning ship of want, and when you see that familiar box, the name leaping out in one of the world’s more enthusiastic fonts, the little kid in you, the kindergartner, has just opened her lunch box and discovered all over again how much her mother loves her. Here is the unadorned silver packet. Two just for you. Chewy and satisfying even when you can’t toast them. 

            
            So, Red Vines. Cute, okay. Enjoy them in earnest Canada or the Upper Peninsula of Michigan or Big Sur or wherever. That’s not what we’re talking about here. 

            
            Twizzlers have that phase-change advantage of all candies that alter in the heat or cold without getting ruined. On hot days
               they are gummier, just this side of sticky, extra luxurious. As you hand one to your friend, it bends in a limp arc, offering
               a silly dick joke. You can giggle a little even if neither of you says anything. A limp Twizzler stretching from hand to hand
               is a reminder that the appendage is ridiculous, that humans are ridiculous. We’re eating refined corn syrup and synthetic
               coloring here, but look at how joyous, look at this miracle, think of the very name of this thing—what Mad Men genius dreamed
               that up? The bubbling joy of a swizzle stick in a cocktail, the pure uselessness of spinning around until you’re dizzy, the
               preadolescent magnetic storm of subliminal sexual tension in a game of Twister. Twizzlers. Brilliant.
            

            
            It’s an abundant candy. Even for a candy devotee like me, there isn’t that feeling of scarcity that usually accompanies sugar.
               It’s okay and common to buy them in big bags. The size of the stick is just right for nibbling, so it takes a minute to take
               one down. Then you reach in and peel the next from where it spoons with its neighbors, disconnecting it as if opening a zipper,
               expanding the moment between want and satisfaction. You nibble again. Go back in there, pull another. You still haven’t had
               a lot of candy, volume-wise. Twizzlers helped me transition from a miserable fifth grader whose nickname was “Heifer” to the
               seventh grader I see now in pictures: lovely defined collarbones; long, straight, perfectly nineties middle-parted hair; skin
               clear as a child’s but glowing with first hormones.
            

            
            In colder weather, Twizzlers firm up, get chewier, more like the black licorice they’re modeled on. (I wonder if these first strawberry licorices struck consumers as bizarro abominations, similar to how I regard Key Lime Pie Kit Kat today.) They get harder to pull from one another, and there’s a tiny pleasure in the violence of separating each one from its peers, in peeling it cleanly off without breaking it. The twisted ridges press into the soft organ of your tongue, surrounded by cloudy exhalations. It’s good to have to work infinitesimally harder for the satisfaction, especially if you’re a person whose sense of pleasure is sharpened by effort and waiting, as I am, as many are, as most are if they’re honest, if they pay attention. 

            
            How do they taste? Does it really matter?

            
         
         
            On Pop Rocks
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            What ever possessed the candymakers of the late twentieth century? It was an era when strange textures and intense physical sensations predominated, a sort of arms race to see who could devise the weirdest way to mainline sugar. By the 1990s we had Pixy Stix and Ring Pops and Nerds and Fun Dip. Fun Dip! Just a bag of finely ground sugar, really, pastel cocaine. I once read a charmingly shocked account of a child rubbing the last grains of Fun Dip onto her gums, and I believe it. The nineties provided more textures than you could dream of, more ways to consume sugar than seemed possible, and kids were ready to make new rituals. A lot of the candies of the era prioritized immediacy, and we loved getting the sugar direct—a straight shot to the bloodstream—riding that swift boost recognized by dance and pageant moms today, who readily admit on online message boards to pouring Pixys into their little competitors before showtime. 

            
            The most lauded of these structurally weird candies is, of course, Pop Rocks. They come in a little black packet and the first
               step is to take the top edge firmly between thumb and forefinger (nondominant hand) and wave it while flicking at the bottom
               with a middle finger violently unfurled from your thumb. You’ve seen your mother do this to sugar packets when she gets coffee
               at McDonald’s. The idea is to get all of the candy grains into the bottom half so that when you rip off the top you lose as
               little as possible to spillage. It also looks cool and adult and like a drug ritual, which it is.
            

            
            Flicking done—don’t overdo it or you won’t look cool anymore—tear as directed. Inside is a sparkling, jewel-toned heap of
               crystals, irregular, translucent rocks that resemble crystal meth. The idea is to pour the stuff directly into your maw, where
               the jagged chunks will pop on contact with your saliva, flying sharply around inside your soft little face.
            

            
            Mom gave me my first packet when I was seven, and I remember, as I tried it out, watching her face while she watched mine. She was delighted to share an experience from her childhood, and I knew her happiness would come in direct proportion to how much I liked it. I often had this sensation as a child, particularly when I was engaging in some public ritual designed to be fun. Theme parks made me nervous, because I had trouble losing myself, could always feel the gap between the expected glee and my performance of it. The McDonald’s ball pit was the worst, a thunderdome of parental expectation, bumping into sticky strangers in the plastic surf while trying to ignore the ring of adults around us, their faces twisted into overlarge smiles, their fingers grasping the netted boundary like claws, willing us to feel happy. But enjoying candy was easy, interior, uncomplicated. Standing there before my mother, I held the rocks on my tongue and waited, and soon—ping! A tiny explosion against the back of my right front tooth. My eyebrows shot up, my eyes went wide. “Oh!” I said as more little bursts released on my tongue, on my palate, accented by smaller sparkles like needling rain. Mom giggled, clapped her hands together. “So cool!” I finally said, before eagerly pouring more into the cave of my mouth. 

            
            Later I would hear the rumors: Mikey, the Life cereal kid, had died when he combined Coke with Pop Rocks. The carbonations had multiplied, exploding his stomach. We kids all imagined the worst tummy ache we’d ever had, times a zillion. The Mikey story would cling, predisposing me to a fear of appendicitis, which in my no-insurance twenties hovered like a threat: a terrible way to die, go bankrupt, or both. I didn’t trust myself to decide my pain was bad enough in time to go to the hospital before the organ burst. We want to believe that we can worry our way to safety, that surely we’ll see major diseases like cancer coming, that we can just avoid risky activities like, say, waterskiing and we’ll be just fine. Appendicitis, though. What even is it? 

            
            Anyway, the Mikey story implied that he should’ve known better. He was a reckless hedonist—a TV star, after all—and so Pop
               Rocks and Coke became a morality tale about greed. But even if you weren’t planning on ingesting that particular eight ball,
               death by candy had now joined the pantheon of childhood worries, along with quicksand and getting your tongue stuck on an
               icy pole and disappointing your mother. What if you were watching a movie, distracted, and still had some of those tiny candy
               jewels in your mouth, and then took a big swig of your friend’s Coke, which had been sitting there next to you, sweating lusciously
               onto your elbow? What then? Would you die from such a simple mistake? Was it really that easy to be taken down, was the world
               so full of dangers, even from the things that should have given us happiness?
            

            
            I remember sitting on the swings when I was eight or nine, thinking back to my mother giving me my first Pop Rocks, but now
               I felt betrayed. Why hadn’t she warned me? How had she just stood there, smiling, giving me a taste for something that could
               kill me? 
            

            
            Years later, I would feel guilty for believing the world over her. Of course, the rumors were untrue. Mikey was alive and
               well and, according to his mom, “the only one truly enjoying Pop Rocks, knowing that he wasn’t dead.” But on my playground,
               kids were still trading packets of the stuff, which had picked up an illicit allure.
            

            
            General Foods, the makers of Pop Rocks, had tried to get Mikey to appear in commercials for them, but he was locked into an exclusive contract with Life, a pretty elegant state of affairs for a kid presumed dead. Although the candy would be resurrected by another company three years later, General Foods eventually gave up on debunking the rumors, crushing their remaining stock of Pop Rocks—300 million packets’ worth—with a steamroller and burying it underground, proving that even unfounded fears can be terribly destructive. 

            
         
         
            On Swedish Fish
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            No one’s discerning enough about Swedish Fish. Listen, there are two kinds, or two kinds of red ones. Yes, there are multicolor
               packs, with orange and green and yellow fish, but those aren’t nearly as good. We won’t bother with them here.
            

            
            The more common, larger Swedish Fish are about the length of a thumb, semitransparent, with a soft bite like any other molded
               chewy candy: dinosaurs, worms, sub-Haribo-quality bears. They’re fine. They’re red but not deep red, cute-ish but not adorable;
               the chew is okay but not distinctive. Eating these, I remove the tails first, neatly nipping off the most detailed part, leaving
               me with a lumpy mass of fish belly, the scales lacking definition, like an ancient relic in a second-rate museum. These bigger
               fish come prepackaged in single-serve boxes or in square plastic pouches at gas stations, the kind where the top is so solidly
               welded to itself that when you try to pull it apart, you get a gaping maw in the front. 
            

            
            The rarer and better Swedish Fish are tinier, firmer, rendered in greater detail. I always tell people this and they never know what I’m talking about. The smaller ones are a more saturated red, I insist, and more satisfying to bite. I Chicken Little my way around, concerned that people are missing out, trying to find someone who understands me. If I’m wrong, I hope this is at least a manifestation of the Mandela effect—a phenomenon where masses of people hold false memories for things that never happened or existed. But I’ve yet to find anyone living in this same dream. 

            
            The littler ones, whether in this quantum timeline or another, are infinitely superior in flavor, and far cuter. Cherry gummies,
               right? Nope. Not cherry but lingonberry, a tartish cousin of cranberry that grows from an appropriately Scandinavian evergreen
               shrub. (Shout-out here to my friend Isaac, who thought it was Loganberry, named for some guy named Logan.) Not gummies but
               starch jellies—meaning they contain no gelatin, no trace of hoof or bone, and are therefore vegan. Funny how a ubiquitous
               thing can be almost universally misunderstood on its most basic level. How much knowledge, and how much memory, we hold without
               realizing it’s totally flawed. We are always operating by skewed coordinates, whether we know it or not.
            

            
            These small ones are best in bulk, at the last few places where you can buy penny candy. When I was little, I got them at the Magic Lantern, a movie theater that had stood in our town since the 1920s. It was, for some reason, on the second floor, and a real red carpet flowed up the steep stairs beneath a shining brass handrail. In the upper hallway, there was a player piano that really played, and the penny candy counter had some candy that really was a penny, although the bigger stuff—Squirrel Nut Zippers, Bulls-Eyes—could be two or three cents each. A person would scoop your candies for you, plunging a metal trowel into each heavy glass jar, and hand them to you in a plastic bag. Maybe he’d jauntily twirl it shut as he sailed it over the counter and down to your little waiting hand. I loved the Magic Lantern completely, for all these things and every other thing about it—the flocked wallpaper, the tasseled velvet drapes along the walls and on either side of the screen, the framed posters of stars from the black-and-white era, their eyebrows penciled on just like my grandmother’s. It smelled like dust, and buttered popcorn, with the best fake butter, served in red-striped paper buckets. The Magic Lantern was a time machine, a crossroads between the future and the past: I watched movies set in gleaming cities and imagined myself grown up and striding down those crowded sidewalks, busy and glamorous, while cozy on the worn plush seats of that ancient theater. Mom was always happy at the movies, and I was, too, and we always felt clever when we went to weekend matinees to hide awhile from the heat, escaping summer for an artificial fall. When I launched my memoir in my hometown of Bridgton, the town’s small bookstore rented out the Magic Lantern for the occasion, and I realized I had become the future self I’d dreamed of in the projector’s flickering light. 

            
            The smaller Swedish Fish do legitimately taste better, but it’s their smallness, not their flavor, that makes them special. Poet and critic Susan Stewart writes of the “capacity of the miniature to create an ‘other’ time, a type of transcendent time which negates change and the flux of lived reality,” and so the tiniest gummy fish not only take me back to childhood but suspend me there, in a bright, unchanging orb of simple happiness. Science has even described how our perception of time is affected by spatial dimensions. When researchers asked people to imagine themselves performing various activities while peering into a 1:12 scale model environment, and then asked them when they felt thirty minutes had passed, they discovered that the participants experienced half an hour in one-twelfth the time: two and a half “real-world” minutes. For the participants, time had slowed down dramatically: at that scale, thirty real minutes would have felt like six hours. 

            
            Just as miniature environments slow down time, images on the big screen speed it up. When we immerse ourselves in a larger-than-life story on a glowing theater screen, we escape the passing hours of our own lives, compressed and forgotten. (Think of stumbling out into an evening after a long matinee, the shock of disappeared light.) Under the colossal shining faces projected by and projecting our desire, we are moved through the predetermined time of a story we cannot pause or rewind, locked in intimate darkness with strangers we may never see again. Light coming from behind and above us, speakers on either side of us, we’re literally surrounded by the story. We are moved as we sit still. We ride time, flashing forward and back, skipping through montages, considering a woman’s teary face for long, aching seconds, barely noticing that our perspective is determined by the camera’s decisions. These tiny fish sacraments allow us to enter Stewart’s “infinite time of reverie,” the effects of the tiny and the gigantic disorienting us so that we’re suspended in a swirling present, the gaze and the body conspiring to finally obliterate daily clock time. 

            
            When I think of eating Swedish Fish at the Magic Lantern, I remember Mom and me watching Interview with the

            
            
            
            
            
         
         
            On Twizzlers Filled Bites, Strawberry
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