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He’d sit her down on a stool by the fan and she’d watch 
him at work. First, he poured the sugar into the large copper 
pot and Celia imagined it turning into a band’s kettle drum 
after dark. Sometimes, to amuse her, he’d unhook one of the 
big wooden spoons hanging from the wall and drum with 
all his might on the pot’s rounded surface, giving off a deep, 
vibrant timbre that captivated Celia. So she’d clap and say 
“More! More!” and her grandfather would comply. Jeffrey 
and his friends’ shouts of glee echoed outside. Celia could 
never understand why her brother preferred playing under the 
marina’s pilotis instead of staying inside for the show. What 
could be better?

After the sugar came time for the corn syrup, concentrated 
milk, and vanilla. As it boiled, the mixture gave off a sweet 
fragrance, diluted at first, then increasingly strong, almost 
acrid.

“Smell that, Celia? You’ve got to keep careful tabs on that 
smell,” he warned her. “It tells you when it’s almost ready. 
When the smell is too faint, that means you have to wait. Too 
strong, and it’s burnt. You must be sure to catch it at the right 
time and not let any of it get away.”
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Celia nodded and glanced over at her mother, busy arrang-
ing large metal rods in the shape of a rectangle to contain the 
taffy on the cooling table.

“The same as for a man,” her mother said with dry hu-
mour.

Her grandfather shook his head but laughed all the same. 
Celia knew he was her mother’s father, but didn’t understand 
what that really meant. How could you be a grandfather and a 
father at the same time? If Granddad Herb was her mother’s 
father, then what was Julian, her own father, to her mother? He 
wasn’t her sweetheart the way Grandma Clara had been her 
granddad’s sweetheart. Come to think of it, he wasn’t really a 
dad, either, not like the other kids had, who carried the coolers 
for their picnics and fixed their cars on Saturdays, lying on 
their backs on the pavement. Julian lived on the other side of 
the world, on boats that fished out people who’d been thrown 
into the sea with their belongings. Sometimes he came to visit 
them, slept on the couch, drank coffee all morning, put songs 
on the record player, and closed his eyes saying, “Did I ever 
miss this.” Then he’d be off again and send postcards that 
her mother read out loud to them. Jeffrey kept them all in a 
shoebox.

Whenever her mother took her to the Oak Bluffs arcade, 
Celia was quick to bypass the merry-go-round and the for-
tune-telling machines — she hated the empty eyes in those 
mechanical faces and the card they spat out that was supposed 
to reveal some secret about her. She always took a detour so 
as not to have to see them. Instead she watched the big ships 
coming and going, their bellies full of cars and vacationers. 
Although she didn’t actually expect to see Julian in the crowd, 
something kept bringing her back to the water’s edge. “How 
come I always only see the water rising and never falling?” 
she sometimes asked. Her mother would say, “It’s just a coin-
cidence. One day you’ll see the ebbing tide.” But Celia gave 
her head a stubborn shake. You don’t understand.

Once the batch was ready, her grandfather and her mother 
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each grabbed a handle and carried the pot together, their steps 
perfectly synchronized, over to the cooling table where they 
poured out the boiled sugar. Celia watched as the liquid, some-
times white, sometimes golden, fanned across the large marble 
table till the metal rods stopped its advance. It was like the 
surface of a lake, almost a mirror. Celia imagined that if you 
were to dive inside, you’d find yourself in Candy Land, where 
chewing gum grows on trees and flowers are made of licorice, 
just like in the game she saw at Heather’s house at the birthday 
party she’d been invited to. She loved the pictures so much 
she’d wanted to eat the board they were printed on.

Before the mixture hardened, her mother sprinkled coarse 
grains of sea salt over top, then folded it in two, in four, then 
in eight, like a blanket. Next she slid her forearms underneath 
and carried it — it looked so heavy! — over to the puller 
whose arms began to shake with a tired rattling sound.

“It’s getting noisier and noisier,” said Celia’s mother.
“It’s been working since 1934,” her father replied. “Mark 

my words, you’ll be making at least as much noise when 
you’re that old.”

They laughed again.
Stretched taut, the taffy shone as though tiny gold threads 

lay hidden inside the liquid.
Celia’s mother added a flavour or colour from the dozens 

of bottles stored on the shelves in the back of the shop, then 
rolled the paste ever longer and thinner into the shape of an 
unending sugar snake. Soon they’d buy an extruder; it was too 
hard on the shoulders and arms to keep doing it by hand. “I’m 
okay spending my life in this cramped kitchen sweating over 
a boiling pot,” her mother said, “but I have no desire to end 
up looking like Mr. T.” Celia didn’t know who Mr. T was, she 
imagined a blue figure in the shape of a T, like the characters 
in the Mr. Men/Little Miss books: Mr. Musclebound.

The double-twist candy-wrapping machine was Celia’s fa-
vourite. The snake was slowly swallowed up by two bright red 
metal spools, which cut it into small cubes and wrapped them 
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in wax paper bearing the logo of her grandparents’ store. She 
knew the shop’s name came from her grandmother. Clara’s 
Saltwater Taffy. Her picture hung above the front door. She’s 
shown standing in front of the store window. She’s laughing, 
her thick-framed glasses masking her eyes, and wiping one 
hand on her white apron, the other resting on the head of a 
little girl about Celia’s age, four or five at the most, clinging 
to her leg. Her mother, Rhonda. In the background, leaning 
against the doorframe stands Herbert, a cigarette drooping 
from his mouth. Celia hadn’t seen her grandfather smoke ever 
since the doctor warned him he wouldn’t live past his sixties 
if he kept it up, and did he want to die like his wife before he 
reached retirement age?

Celia didn’t know what retirement was, but she knew she 
wished Clara had reached that age. Whenever Rhonda spoke 
of her, there was a lilt to her voice.

Granddad Herb let Celia help him during the last stage, 
packing the taffy into white cardboard boxes fitted with a 
small cellophane window to give a glimpse of what was 
inside. An equal number of mint, vanilla, cherry, caramel, 
chocolate, and lemon taffies had to be placed inside each one. 
Once the box was full, it was time to close the lid that still 
sported her grandmother’s name. Every Saturday and Sunday, 
they’d sell out of their entire stock before closing time. At the 
height of summer, they’d sell out even on weekdays.

Celia said, “Everyone has heard of Clara’s taffies.”
And Herb responded, “Of course, they’re the best.”
Celia curled up on the bench in the window and waited for 

the next visitors to discover, wonderstruck, the existence of 
their kingdom.
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1

The day he just about died, Adam Dumont spotted an 
American TV star in Chilmark’s general store on the island of 
Martha’s Vineyard, the vacation spot chosen that summer for 
Marion, him, and another couple. Much later, when the chance 
sighting had taken on the allure of an anecdote, this is how he 
would tell it: the day I just about died, I saw the actor from 
The Office, uh-huh, the one married to that beautiful English 
actress, no, she wasn’t there, yes, it was earlier that same day, 
before the accident, no he looked preoccupied, we didn’t want 
to bother him. The incident had an ironic twist difficult to put 
one’s finger on. Was it really ironic to bump into a well-known 
public figure who, incidentally, meant nothing to you, on the 
day death nearly spirited you away? Was it ironic because 
the day seemed to hold such promise, one of those days that 
yields a good yarn on your return from holidays, wait till you 
hear, you’ll never guess who we saw in Chilmark’s general 
store, was it ironic that a day that paid off so well in celebrity 
sightings — an actual sport in Martha’s Vineyard, like the 
sightings of birds, whales, caribou elsewhere — should end 
in a near-drowning in the Atlantic Ocean? Most likely iron-
ic wasn’t the best term to describe the juxtaposition of the 
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two events. Ironic was, perhaps, even a bit indecent. Adam 
wouldn’t know for sure till much later. For the longest time, 
he wouldn’t know much of anything, and the troubling sorrow 
that weighed on him from July 19, 2017 onward would at 
times prevent him from forming complete sentences or finding 
the right words, or saying anything at all. So ironic was prob-
ably not the right word, but it was the only one he could come 
up with to speak of it.

Marion had suggested they rent a house on Martha’s 
Vineyard because its local food movement was flourishing 
and Adam, keenly interested in the trend, would be able to 
mix business with pleasure, and she knew how tough it was 
for him to leave all work behind — she wasn’t wrong, it was 
even a source of pride for him, he loved being a so-called 
workaholic. Down there, she said, people didn’t worry about 
paying more for quality food, and Adam would enjoy seeing it 
for himself. They would visit farms open to the public whose 
owners had no hesitation about sharing the results of their 
farming methods so the greatest number could benefit. She’d 
learned that somewhere, in a magazine or the travel section of 
the New York Times, which she read every Sunday despite the 
over six hundred kilometres separating New York from their 
house in Hudson, northwest of Montreal. “We’ll pretend we 
live in Hudson, New York,” she’d said two years earlier when 
they’d signed the commitment to purchase the lot on which 
they would build the house of their dreams. Marion quite liked 
the United States and found it almost cruel that Quebec was 
so close to the mythical places that inspired her — Cape Cod, 
Chicago, Nashville — yet too far to actually live there, all the 
while recognizing that the Canadian border protected them 
from the absurdities of life in the States — guns and arro-
gance, injustice and materialism — all of which scandalized 
her. But, in all honesty, who didn’t prefer the sandy beaches 
of Cape Cod, the bona fide waters of the Atlantic, the lobster 
shacks and the cobblestone streets found along the eastern 
American coast to the pebbles of the beaches on the Gaspé 
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Peninsula, the blackflies, the villages that cared nothing for 
beauty?

“How dare you judge me?” she asked when Adam teased 
her about her contradictions. The question was a rhetorical 
one. Adam was just as seduced by the region and by Ameri-
cans’ entrepreneurial spirit as by their admitted fondness for 
material comforts. It wouldn’t have crossed his mind to judge 
Marion for something so trivial; it would have meant judging 
himself, which was not Adam’s thing.

Shortly afterward, Marion suggested they invite Julie and 
Simon along, which Adam declared to be a good idea and he 
meant it. They often spent holidays together. Like him, Simon 
liked to stay up late and together they drank rare, notable 
spirits. Whenever he thought back on those days, he always 
felt like they’d been extremely close, even though, in actual 
fact, neither of them opened up much about their feelings. 
Problems at work, aging parents, nostalgia for their teen years 
in the ’80s, was there anything else? Simon talked about the 
daughter he and Julie had had later in life, and worshipped 
everything she did. Adam played along, sharing his memories 
of the childhoods of his children Félix and Adèle, now newly 
minted adults whom he hadn’t seen on a daily basis for quite 
some time now. Marion had suggested inviting them, too, and 
Adam wondered whether it was out of a sense of duty or to 
please him or in response to the maternal instinct she had to 
direct somewhere given she had no child of her own. Not that 
it mattered; neither of them would have come.

Their mother had refrained from leading an active smear 
campaign against him, as far as he knew in any case. The chil-
dren had never openly showed any hostility toward Marion, 
either. Perhaps it was worse, though, perhaps they were simply 
indifferent to the life Adam led, Marion thought in moments 
of angst. After all, she was thirty-nine. Adam, who was eight 
years older, hadn’t had what was referred to as a midlife crisis, 
for lack of a better term to describe the intense turmoil that 
strikes out of the blue, felling you midstream, keeping you 
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awake at night, eyes wide open, heart racing at the thought of 
the inescapable future and, worse yet, the irrecoverable past. 
At forty, Adam was the host of a TV show, which — on the 
strength of his title as a “chef in vogue” — bore his name. 
His restaurant, DNA, was a great success, attracting hockey 
players, movie directors, young politicians, and “visionary” 
architects — or at least that’s what the newspapers wrote. His 
partner had convinced him to open up a second, then a third 
restaurant. Ever since his business had grown, Adam found 
himself spending less time out with the guests or in the kitchen 
and more time in meetings. Adam à table, an immediate hit 
on TV, had allowed him to leave the kitchen behind, a fact he 
only bemoaned for appearances’ sake. In truth, the constraints 
of his profession had begun to weigh on him and he liked 
having evenings free to see friends, eat in others’ restaurants, 
and attend the premières and shows he was invited to. He saw 
his children every other weekend, a schedule that suited him 
just fine, although he didn’t boast about it. His other friends 
who were divorced had taken on joint custody, or that’s what 
the fathers thought, Marion pointed out, since a day less here 
or there added up to whole weeks and months by the time the 
end of the year rolled round. But that was the point: Adam’s 
friends didn’t count the days and most had started a new life 
with another woman, often having one or more babies, babies 
they looked after with her, which served as an excuse for all 
kinds of things, don’t you think, don’t we all have certain 
limits? The same men who had trouble acknowledging there 
might be any issues had no trouble drawing boundaries when 
the time came to ask for adjustments to the custody arrange-
ment, at least not according to Marion’s girlfriends.

Adam didn’t feel that those grievances applied to him. Sar-
ah, the mother of his children, had never asked him for joint 
custody. Time and again, she had said that Félix and Adèle 
were her whole life and that having to grieve a united family 
had been bad enough, could he please not add to the weight 
she was already carrying by tearing her little ones away from 
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her one week out of every two? Plus, their father spent his 
evenings at the restaurant, so what would he arrange for them 
on weeknights? Would they have to do their homework some-
where between the sauce prep area and the bread oven? Had 
he forgotten that Adèle was susceptible to migraines and need-
ed a regular schedule and a stable environment, and that Félix 
had to be at the arena three times a week for hockey practice; 
the arena was so close to her house, it wasn’t Sarah’s fault that 
Adam went and bought himself a condo in Mile End when the 
children had only ever lived in Rosemont. Over time, and after 
his move to Hudson, the children, now grown, let more time 
elapse between their visits, and then Félix moved out on his 
own. It was all an easy transition.

Adam didn’t want to hurt anyone, and he loved them — 
Sarah, Félix, Adèle — and didn’t want them to suffer. Deep 
down he was convinced they would suffer more from a disrup-
tion to their routine than from their father’s absence, and he 
felt almost magnanimous letting Sarah make the decisions for 
the family.

“See how I acknowledge your expertise,” he’d have said 
had he been able to formulate the thought.

And Sarah would have answered, “I see that you acknowl-
edge my expertise, it was the best gift you could have given 
me, time with my children, thank you, Adam.”

He was proud of his arrangement with her and often said 
that he and Sarah had had a successful divorce.

[SPACEBREAK]
The day he just about died, Adam Dumont did not have 

sex. Usually, holidays fostered intimacy. They drank every 
evening, and alcohol made Marion languorous. Adam adored 
the fragrance of her skin in summer, the scent of a recently 
downed Aperol spritz, and she let the bedside lamp shine on 
her hips and ankles and breasts and climbed onto him like a 
beautifully framed movie star. On vacation, they usually made 
love every night and sometimes on waking as well. Not that he 
kept count. But this time, the layout of the rooms in the house 
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they’d rented was less than ideal. The wall to their room gave 
on to their friends’ bedroom and, the day before, Julie had con-
fided in Marion that their love life was non-existent: the most 
they could manage was a periodic coming together in the hope 
of conceiving one last baby, but she was at the point where she 
dreaded that quick, fumbling contact, that adolescent embrace 
that had nothing to do with their first years together, and 
actually, if Simon was cheating on her, it wouldn’t be all that 
bad, guilt weighed more heavily on her than jealousy, she’d 
said; and Marion detected a note of sadness in her voice and 
so had trouble taking her at her word. Out of consideration for 
Julie — for Julie and Simon — she would rather not torment 
them with their own creaking mattress and moans of uninhibit-
ed lovemaking. Adam thought it very thoughtful of her, which 
turned him on.

He didn’t talk about that sort of thing with either Simon or 
his other male friends. Contrary to what people might think, 
Adam had had very little exposure to locker-room talk. He 
did play sports and the guys he played with had, how to put it, 
done their fair share of living. They did occasionally mention, 
under their breath, since they didn’t like the sour facial expres-
sions that came along with it, marital or extra-marital gossip 
about couples in their circle. But Adam never confessed to his 
friends how Marion’s moral rectitude turned him on. She had 
been known to give him an erection just by revealing she’d 
refused to bill a patient for a root canal because the patient’s 
mother had broken her hip and would have to be moved to 
assisted living, which would cost a fortune that the patient, a 
single mother, did not have. Marion simply jotted down one 
filling on the file, the patient ended up paying no more than 
a hundred dollars or so, and afterward Marion was treated to 
Adam’s generosity. Over the years, Marion had cottoned on to 
Adam’s weakness for her empathetic traits, and it tickled her. 
Adam wondered whether she didn’t sometimes exaggerate 
the extent of her caring gestures in order to obtain his favours 
— a hypothesis that was not without pleasing him — but that 
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night, in the bedroom with mint-coloured walls in the house 
on Boston Hill Road, Marion insisted they respect her desire 
for discretion. She promised that, when Julie and Simon took 
Philomène on a bike ride the next afternoon, she would be all 
his and he all hers.

[SPACEBREAK]
As it turned out, that next afternoon, Adam sat waiting his 

turn in the emergency room of the Oak Bluffs hospital and 
they only made love nine days later, back in Quebec. Right af-
ter the orgasm, he felt pain. Akin to pressure in his thorax. An 
ache in his chest? Did he still have water in his lungs? Was it 
possible he was a victim of secondary drowning? He’d looked 
it up on his computer, in both French and English — Temps 
maximal pour noyade secondaire. Maximal delay time for 
secondary drowning. Often, English gave more results. Mar-
ion could tell his mind was elsewhere, but she said nothing 
— there are worse things during lovemaking. Once again, her 
thoughtfulness touched then excited Adam, and with increas-
ing ardour, he grasped her hips with something like despair 
then let himself fall almost roughly on her — almost since 
Adam didn’t like the idea of hurting Marion, that sort of thing 
didn’t turn him on — and when Marion turned to him, her face 
was awash in tears.

“Because I almost lost you,” she said when he asked why 
she was crying. “I just about lost you and I didn’t lose you.”

It took Adam Dumont ages to fall asleep that night, as on 
the previous nights, as on the nights to follow.

Each time he managed to close his eyes after an hour or 
two spent watching one episode after another of some mind-
less cop series, his laptop propped up on a pillow in front of 
him, the accident would play again in his head and wake him 
with a start. A jolt he received as a reproach: How can you 
sleep when that poor girl is suffering? How can you sleep 
when you just about died? He understood then that he would 
keep reliving scenes from the collision, the rough contact with 
the board, the wave that swept him under, the sand that slid 
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beneath the lining of his bathing suit, the undertow tugging at 
his body, neither ocean bed nor surface for endless seconds, 
the water he’d swallowed feeling more like a litre than a 
mouthful, then, once he emerged, his burning throat still raked 
by salt the next day, the girl’s face, the girl’s blood, the girl’s 
knee that refused to bend the right way, the only logically pos-
sible way, the initial disgust he felt at the sight of her dislocat-
ed knee quickly followed by shame, after all, he was the one 
responsible for that shattered knee had he not been the one to 
bear down on her? Well, she could have chosen not to lead the 
little boy so close to the surfers; she could have paid attention. 
But wasn’t she entitled like everyone else to enjoy the beach 
without wondering if some thrill-seeking idiot would have 
so little control over his board that he’d make a beeline for 
the little boy she would have to scoop up in extremis because 
that was the way of it, children first, and, in rescuing him, she 
herself had sunk into the thick sand the wave had whipped up 
and so couldn’t avoid some idiot’s surfboard as it crashed into 
her knee and threw her onto the shore, the child still held out 
at arm’s length, blinded by July’s bright sun?

Yet Adam had done everything possible to avoid hitting 
her. He had leaned way back, just as Simon had shown him, 
his weight on his heels, pretending he was on a skateboard 
in the waves, Simon had laughed, not that you’re a pro in 
that arena, either! Adam and Simon’s teasing of one another 
masked love, and love masked rivalry, and Adam saw it as a 
healthy progression. For him, friendship was both a pressure 
valve and a springboard, but he couldn’t stand sentimentality; 
he would never have been able to tell his friend that he loved 
him, those words only left his mouth with a woman or at a 
child’s bedside, and even then, the child couldn’t be too old. 
Somewhere between eight and ten the curtain of propriety 
dropped and, although he never stopped loving his children, he 
quit telling them so — in birthday cards, yes, in the flourish of 
giving at Christmas and graduation too, maybe once or twice 
in an awkward text message, which, he’d noticed, quickly 
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dampened the mood — so with them, he usually stuck to little 
yellow faces or sometimes a cat’s head with eyes in the shape 
of a heart. With Simon, they had a complex series of inside 
jokes and sardonic comments about mutual friends that served 
as their glue, which he liked, he’d sometimes reread their text 
messages and feel his heart swell: how lucky to have friends, 
what great, good fortune.

He’d leaned back, but the board failed to execute the ex-
pected turn. He felt he should straighten up to avoid losing his 
balance and falling into the water (why had it been so import-
ant to keep his balance, he now wondered, what did balance 
have to offer other than postponing the collision?), so he 
did, and that’s when his left foot slipped, and his whole body 
dropped onto his surfboard, accelerating its forward motion 
toward the girl whose silhouette was all he could see now, a 
black bathing suit with two long stripes, one yellow, one pink. 
A disco suit, like the ones his girl cousins used to wear in the 
sixties. She wore shorts, too, faded red terry-cloth shorts that 
clashed with the suit. When he fell, he scraped his thigh on 
the board and it hurt, so he cried out, and just then the wave 
swallowed him whole, and that’s when he just about died. The 
day he just about died, Adam Dumont did not die, but he did 
shatter the knee of a nineteen-year-old girl, a stranger, whose 
name was Celia Smith and who had one hazel eye and one eye 
flecked with grey, like a storm at sea in an acrylic painting. 
Marion would tell him later that that trait had a name, heter-
ochromia. Adam would forget the word, but the look in Celia 
Smith’s eyes — never.
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