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      This is a story of redemption, of Pushthrough—a tiny outport on Newfoundland’s Forgotten Coast, brought back to life through the spirit of Uncle Jack and his memories—of myself, when an unexpected moment of grace changed everything, and of the experiences drawn from the pages of my diaries written over fifty years ago.

      Although Uncle Jack has long since passed, his memories live on within these pages. Thank you, Uncle Jack, for your passion and persistence in ensuring the great outport times are rescued and remembered. Because of you, Newfoundland’s Forgotten Coast has found new life—and so have I. In redemption, there is hope.
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      In 1968, I was a sixteen-year-old girl with three passions: writing, my boyfriend, and sex. So… I started a diary, got married, and had a baby.

      Now, in 2025, I am a seventy-three-year-old woman with three passions: writing, my family, and, well…

      It’s time to tell my story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      One wrong move and my son and I would plunge into the frigid water of the Atlantic. We were midway across the rickety wooden ladder stretched over the tickle—that narrow saltwater channel between our isolated outport and an island—when I stopped, petrified.

      I couldn’t move. My gloved hands froze to the icy rungs. The bone-chilling wind whipped across my face, making my teeth chatter, stealing my breath.

      Behind me, my son grasped my ankles. I could feel the weight of him, steady and trusting. All I could hear was the rushing water below me and the wind whistling through the narrow gap in the tickle. My heart pounded in my ears.

      What if the ladder broke? What if we slipped?

      As I looked down at the racing, churning water, I suddenly wondered, What the heck am I doing? Am I out of my mind? Am I really crawling across this ladder, with my four-year-old son, in the middle of the Forgotten Coast of Newfoundland, at night, in a raging winter storm?

      Risking our lives—and for what?

      To get help at the lighthouse? To rescue my husband, so he could be a hero—again?

      My whole body burned with anger toward him. He promised he would never go hunting alone. We didn’t need food. Our pantry was full of bottles of caribou, moose, bear. Frozen ducks lay on the shelves. What was he after? What was his motivation this time? I wanted to cry, yell, curse, threaten—anything but rescue him again.

      But I was the good wife, right? Caring to a fault.

      The thought hung in the frigid air between me and the water below. Five years of putting his needs first, of following him to this remote place, of making a home out of nothing—and here I was again, risking everything to save him.

      Confused with despair, I just wanted to disappear into the cold thin air.

      But I had to focus on my son. Not on me. Not on Michael. Not right now. Not here on this ladder. One wrong move…

      Think, Dawn, think.

      I could entice Nicholas to lead us backward. He was capable, Lord knows. But then what? Wait for hours back at the cold house? Driven crazy by what ifs? At least I could keep some of my sanity by moving.

      The thought of the warm, bright kitchen of the lighthouse flashed in my mind. Comfort for Nicholas? Handing over the rescue to the lighthouse men? Yes. That’s it. Let the men look after the rescue of my husband; let me take care of my son.

      I lifted my head and, with resolve, took my eyes off the churning water below me. With a deep, long breath, I called out to Nicholas, “Hold tight! We’re almost there!”

      And together, one forward movement at a time, we headed toward the shore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            THE LURE

          

        

      

    

    
      Diary entry, 1968: Now I have something else to be insecure about. Affairs between men and women, outside of marriage?! I’ll never forget Mom’s words to me tonight: you can’t trust men; all men are alike; no man can be true to his wife; for men there exists a great gap between love and sex, and he can have one without the other, whereas a woman can only have sex if she loves him. Watch out for Michael… All these things I naturally believe because I have my dad as an example. All these things cause me great concern, wonder, hurt, and strong apprehension and distrust towards men. More insecurities. No one to turn to. Shelter only in Michael and yet doubt even in that shelter. Insecurity is written all over my face.
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        * * *

      

      When I was sixteen, my father had an affair with his secretary.

      I was standing in the kitchen, phone in hand, talking with my boyfriend, when I heard my mother scream then groan. The sound ripped through our house like a wounded animal.

      “I’m sorry, Kay,” Dad said over and over. “It meant nothing, honestly.”

      I hung up the phone, Michael’s voice fading away on the line, and listened. They were in their bedroom, but I could hear every word.

      “With your secretary, Bob? With her?” Mom’s voice cracked with pain and rage.

      Between words of apology and cries of despair, I felt my world fall apart. My legs gave out, and I slumped to the floor, trying to breathe through the tightness in my chest.

      “How long? How long have you been screwing her? I want to know! I have a right to know!”

      I could hear a kerfuffle. “Don’t touch me! Don’t you dare touch me!”

      Crawling across the floor to the basement door, I retreated to my bedroom. My sanctuary, where I could hide from the nightmare above. The furnace rumbled beside my cold dim room, its mechanical drone drowning out some of the shouting from upstairs.

      On my bed, I pulled the blankets tight around me while everything I thought I knew about my family crumbled. My world turned upside down. The urge to throw up overwhelmed me. I wanted to hug Mom and hit Dad. But I couldn’t walk in on them. Not now. So, I lay on my bed and waited, and cried, and waited.

      There was no supper that night. No one wanted to eat, let alone sit at the dining room table and act like everything was normal. Because it wasn’t. Hell erupted in our house that day.

      Later that night, Mom came down to my room. She sat on the edge of my bed, her arms tightly crossed. Her face was streaked with tears, but her voice was steel.

      “You can’t trust men,” she said.

      The words branded themselves into my soul as I wrote them in my diary.
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        * * *

      

      I am sitting in a diner, fifty odd years later, with my two teenaged granddaughters, when the oldest asks me why I got pregnant at seventeen. Just like that, between bites of her sandwich, she drops this bomb.

      Somehow, I knew this day would come, dreaded it even. It’s a story I was never keen to share. The intimate, messy details of my life aren’t exactly fairy tale material. But these girls, they deserve to know. It’s their heritage.

      I study their young faces across the table, my two granddaughters, so innocent, so curious. With resolve, I decide it is time to air my dirty laundry… but not in a diner. I suggest we finish lunch and go back to the house and chat.

      On the drive home, I sit silent, my hands clenching the steering wheel. The girls seem okay; they have their earphones on, listening to music. Good. I’m not in a mood to chit chat. They have no idea, no clue as to their grandmother’s past, her true past. They’ve heard a few juicy details, enough, at their age now, to pique their interest. But the whole truth? That’s another matter entirely.

      Do I lay bare all my wounds, risk their judgment, their potential disgust? Or do I sugar coat my story with a few lies and innuendos and present myself infallible? How much should I tell them? How much of my story do I share with these curious granddaughters of mine?

      My chest tightens as I consider the real question: By sharing my truth, could I help guide them through their own journey as women?

      I resolve to tell them the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

      As we walk into my daughter’s home, she knows something is up. The worried look on my face puts her motherly instincts into gear. She starts a fire in the fireplace and retreats to the back of the living room. It’s a cold autumn day, so the girls and I sit on the carpet in front of the fire.

      And then the questions begin. They aren’t shy. They pepper me with questions. Not just why I got pregnant at such a young age. They want to know more. After the baby was born, why did we leave our families? Why did we take our son and run away to a remote ghost town in Newfoundland? How did we survive for almost five years in a place with no electricity, no phones, and no stores?

      Messy to me. A mystery to them.

      I wonder why they suddenly want to know the details of my life. I was around their age when I got into a serious relationship with their grandfather. My stomach clenches as I study their faces again and see shadows of my teenaged self reflected there. Is it just simple curiosity on their part, wanting to know my background? Or is there something more going on? Are they looking for answers as they navigate the world of the opposite sex? Are they wrestling with their own relationship demons? Looking for warnings? For permission? The weight of responsibility settles on my shoulders—their young faces so open, so trusting, waiting for wisdom I’m not sure I possess.

      I close my eyes and feel the fire’s warmth as I draw in a deep breath. These aren’t just any teenaged girls seeking answers; they’re my flesh and blood, my second chance to maybe get something right. My eyes flutter open, and I hear my mother’s voice echoing across the decades, the words that changed everything: “You can’t trust men.”

      Both girls look at me. Their eyes are steady. Waiting.

      I lean forward. “I hated my dad for cheating on my mother,” I confess to them.

      I tell them I felt betrayed and abandoned by my father. He was my rock. After he cheated, he was the object of my hate. I didn’t want to be near him. Whenever he came home from work, I disappeared into the basement like a shadow. He didn’t even say he was sorry to me, my sister, or my brother. He just offered to take me out shopping for some nice clothes. As if that would help.

      The girls, very familiar with shopping and malls, look at me with surprise. They can’t relate.

      Words somersault out of my mouth as I try to explain to my granddaughters how I felt. I tell them I felt sad for my mother. Her pain spilled into me. Her words burned into me. I felt confused. My world was upside down.

      “I was a sixteen-year-old girl in love with a boy I met when I was thirteen. What did I know about love? I only knew my mom was angry, my dad could not be trusted, and now, here I was in a very serious relationship with your grandfather, a boy, soon to be a man.” I look at the girls as they exchange glances.

      “No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t let go of my mother’s words: ‘You can’t trust men.’ She kept saying it over and over to me. What was I to do with those words? Words. Words.”

      I tell them I will never forget the day my mother handed a book to me and said, “It’s time you read this story.” I was really into the Nancy Drew stories, where mysteries had neat solutions and good always won. But this book was different. It was The Catcher in the Rye. I was thirteen years old, a teenager, and I guess she felt I was old enough to read about sex, alcohol, and bad words. She wanted to educate me. She knew I had a passion for words; writing, reading, playing with language. Funny, she didn’t realize the effect her own words would have on me.

      You can’t trust men.

      Their faces glow in the firelight. What effect are my words having on them? Their eyes are wide open… so, too, are their hearts. They want more.

      Should I stop there? Save them from a glimpse into the dark side of my life? Or keep going, answer their probing questions, and help them navigate life with courage and hope in a man’s world? Five decades of experience, good, bad, ugly, and disturbing—all of it might light their way. I make my choice and press on.

      Looking at their eager faces, I tell them my mother had a somewhat graphic word for this world: she called it “the manhole.”

      I have so much to tell them. So much more. And like a dam opening, I carry on.

      They want to know how I met their grandfather and what drew me to him. So, I begin there.
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        * * *

      

      Up until the age of twelve, I lived with my family in a sheltered neighbourhood in Toronto where we knew everybody, I had lots of friends, and our street and school felt safe. Dad wanted to start his own electric terminal business in a suburb in Thornhill, farther north of Toronto, so we moved just before Christmas of 1965. Everything felt strange and foreign. I was only thirteen at the time, insecure and vulnerable.

      And that’s when I met their grandfather, Michael.

      He impressed me the first time I saw him at my new high school. Unlike the other boys who wore running shoes, Michael had on a pair of high-heeled, dark brown, suede boots. Somehow, he managed to leave a note on my desk that read: “I really like you. You have been in my dreams. I see you in a field wearing a long skirt and the wind blowing your long hair. Meet me after school in the back court.”

      Talk about bold… but I liked it.

      I was hooked.

      It was a snowy, blustery winter day, and as I watched him swagger across the courtyard toward me, tossing his long brown hair out of his eyes, he suddenly slipped on the ice, twisted in mid-air, and landed perfectly on his feet.

      When he asked me to go steady, I didn’t hesitate. There was something about this boy that magnetized me. I was falling in love. Falling was surely the right word, for I began to lose myself in him and his world. I wholeheartedly devoted myself to him, forsaking all friends. In fact, everyone at school called us Romeo and Juliet.

      I remember this time of my life as a kaleidoscope of dream scenes with Michael in the spotlight: if he wanted to jump off his parents’ roof holding onto a huge kite he built, he did. And that got him the attention of the whole neighbourhood. If he wanted to get his pilot’s licence, even though it put him in debt, he did. He became known as one of the youngest pilots in Ontario.

      And then he began to involve me. If he wanted to knock on my bedroom window at two in the morning and beg me to climb out and join him in his sleeping bag in the woods, he did.

      And I did. I did everything he asked of me. When he told me he would like to start seeing other girls and put me “on the back burner for a while,” I said okay. I was blind with love.

      Slowly but surely, I was losing my identity at a time when I should have been seeking it.
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        * * *

      

      I went into the relationship with my heart full of love for this boy—and my mother’s eyes wide open.

      One afternoon, just before my fifteenth birthday, my mother called me into her office where she was running a small business for a local library; she chased after people who were delinquent in returning their library books. Her office was in the basement next to my bedroom. The smell of carbon paper and typewriter ink filled the room.

      When she started to remind me about the birds and the bees, I stopped her right there, heat rising in my cheeks. I told her we’d had this talk already. I didn’t tell her it was too late, that he had already taken my virginity one night last year when he was babysitting at a neighbour’s house. To be honest, I didn’t know what he was doing until I cried out in pain. But I didn’t tell her that.

      “Well, okay then. Your dad and I have decided you’re not seeing Michael every day after school,” she informed me. “You can see him three days a week, and if it’s at night, you need to be chaperoned.”

      Did she know, I wondered, or somehow suspect?

      That’s when my mother first introduced me to the word manhole.

      “Dawn, you’re falling into a manhole. Step back and look at what you’re doing. You used to have friends. Now, it’s all about Michael, Michael, Michael.”

      I stood there in front of her and imagined a tug-of-war between her and my boyfriend. I was the rope. They definitely had different agendas that involved me. And it didn’t help that they distained each other either.

      At that moment, I felt I had to choose between them, I had to pick a side, or I would be ripped in half. My mother was on one side, with her insights and common sense, and Michael was on the other, with his compelling ways. By this time, I enjoyed being intimate with him all the time. We had sex every chance we could get, anywhere we could. The only birth control we used was withdrawal, and he was finding that more and more difficult.

      I was so deep in love; I couldn’t see the warnings my mother tried to give me.

      I chose my boyfriend and sex.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few years, I had many fears that I was pregnant. Each time at the doctor’s office, my heart would pound as I waited, wondering if this was it. Each turned out to be a false alarm, and each time, my mother insisted my father have a talk with us.

      My father’s voice was firm but kind. He finally made Michael promise “not to come close again until we were married and old enough to handle the situation like mature adults.” He had high hopes for me, he said. I was a smart girl, with a lot of potential. Everything I put my mind to, he said, I excelled at. Don’t throw it away… He sounded like my mother. I wondered how many of his words were hers. I listened to my father and respected him, at the time. So, I promised him I would be careful.

      As my mother tried to monitor my time with Michael, she was also dealing with my father. He stayed longer at work and made excuses for his absence. And then there was my sister, who had her own teenaged problems. Thank goodness for my young brother, who was her one source of comfort.

      It all came to a head the day Mom found out Dad was having an affair. The screaming, the crying, the broken promises—all of it shattered our family like glass. That’s the day Dad confessed, and all hell broke loose. And I lost respect for him.

      When this woman had the audacity to call our home one day, something snapped inside me. My voice came out raw and violent as I screamed at her, calling her “a rotten bitch.” I told her that she’d ruined our family and to get the hell out of my father’s life. My eyes felt like sandpaper for weeks.

      I turned to my diary and Michael. They both became my solace, my go-to, my escape. I channelled my emotions onto paper and into intimacy with Michael.

      A few months after Dad confessed his affair, I made my own decision. I insisted Michael make love to me during a time I knew I was fertile. It was the week of my seventeenth birthday.

      Did Michael want to?

      Hell yes.

      And so, in the spring of 1969, three months after my seventeenth birthday, my wish came true: I was pregnant.

      The good part of it was I loved children. I was ten years old when my brother was born. He looked at me as his second mother. We spent hours together; every chance I got, I would spend time with him. Even then, I had thought, Imagine having my own child one day! When I met Michael and fell in love, I knew one day we would get married and have a family—when we were grown up and had a home and jobs.

      But Dad’s affair changed everything.

      I hated him for what he did to our family. I wanted to get back at him. By getting pregnant, I thought I was ruining his hopes for me.

      There it is. The truth. The hurtful truth.

      My father’s affair changed everything.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I told Mom I was pregnant, she went into a tailspin and fell to the floor. She was cooking supper at the stove and dropped to her knees, crying.

      “I have so much planned for you, Dawn,” she sobbed. “So much. You have so much potential. You’re still a child. You’re only seventeen. Not finished high school. What now? What now?”

      In my diary, I wrote:

      Mom is not a sop; she has no sentimentality about her at all. So, when she cried and broke down, I truly felt for her. I couldn’t let her down, I couldn’t join my tears to hers—so I laughed. I smiled joyfully and pointed out to her the marvellous things that would come from my pregnancy: Michael’s and my union together; our dreams come true of living together and building a home; and last but certainly not least, a joyous baby born from us both to cherish forever.

      Part of that was true. I wanted to get married, have a baby, and start a family but not so young. I had plans to go to university. I wanted to be a teacher. Yes, I had plans, but they could be put on hold until later.

      As my mother sobbed on the floor, I bent down to her.

      “I don’t trust Michael,” she blurted out, her voice raw with pain. “You had so many friends before we moved. Now, it’s just him. Just Michael. He manipulates you, controls you. Look at all the times he’s told you, ‘You have to do this, you have to do that,’ or, ‘You can’t do this, you can’t do that.’ For heaven’s sake, Dawn, you won the beauty contest at school this year, but did he let you go on that stage?”

      Her words reminded me of the sewing course I wanted to take at night. They both fought over that one too. My mother won but barely.

      I felt pulled in multiple directions and slumped onto the floor beside her. I knew my mother loved me. I knew she still loved my father. She was hurt, yes, but here she was, standing by her man, despite his affair. Her image of a manhole suddenly hit me. Although I was beginning to understand it as a warning, I wondered why she chose to stay in it herself. If my mother could be married and raise a family in this state of affairs, couldn’t I?

      If she was right about Michael, I wasn’t ready to see it.

      I helped my mother up from the floor and tried to reassure her that my pregnancy would not stop me from graduating from high school. I wanted that too.

      At supper that night, when my family sat around the table—my mother grim, me silent, and my younger sister and brother shocked to hear that I was pregnant at seventeen—it was my father who surprised me. He was actually happy and smiling.

      “I really like Michael,” he said, his voice bright with excitement, “and I’m thrilled to have him and a new little baby on the way join our family!” He lifted a glass of wine and said, “Here’s to being a grandparent!”

      Mom got up and left the room. And I withdrew further into my world with Michael.
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        * * *

      

      There was a little study room in their spacious Thornhill house where Michael’s father often called him for lectures. The lecture about being a teen parent was a big one—the one that would change everything. His father told him that he wasn’t just disappointed; he was disgusted. He had basically ruined his life.

      Not only did his son want to be an artist, following his grandfather’s footsteps, now he was also going to be a teenaged parent. His parents wanted him to be a doctor with a prosperous career. After all, Michael’s father was an aerodynamics scientist and entrepreneur; it wouldn’t do to have a starving artist as a son. His father had already lived that life of desperation with his artist father, and he wasn’t about to watch history repeat itself.

      “Do you understand the gravity of this situation?” Michael remembered his father asking him, his voice tight with anger.

      In response, Michael told his father we wanted to get married; we wanted to have a family together, “So why not now?”

      “Because you’re too young!” His father’s face reddened. “You can’t even take care of yourself, let alone a wife and child!”

      Michael told me later how the words had burst out of him then. He reminded his father that he, too, had married young with a child on the way.

      “I can take care of myself and my family. And I will. Through my art.” Michael had started shouting at this point.

      “Do you want to lead a life on the edge of poverty?” His father was sitting at his desk, and Michael watched as his hands clenched the edges.

      “No, of course not. But money is not what motivates me, Dad. Art does.”

      That’s when his mother walked in. She normally let them be, but their voices echoed through the house, and she didn’t want her three other children to hear the argument.

      “Michael, listen to your father,” she pleaded. “He knows what’s best for you. You’re still a child. And please, keep your voices down.”

      “I’m not a child,” Michael informed them, his chin lifting. “I want to be an artist, and that’s it. Every day, I go over to see Thoreau MacDonald, and he says I have talent. He encourages me, not like you both.”

      His mother left the room, saying she too was disappointed. His father threw up his hands and walked out after her, leaving Michael alone in the study—as I sat alone in my basement room, both of us choosing paths our parents couldn’t understand.

      There was no doubt about it, Michael was a born artist. His grandfather was a commercial artist who saw Michael’s talent at a very young age and encouraged him to follow his passion. When Michael and his family moved to Thornhill, and he discovered a famous artist, Thoreau MacDonald, lived across the street, he felt his path in life was set. Thoreau was the son of J.E.H. MacDonald, one of the Group of Seven, a celebrated group of Canadian artists known for their landscape paintings. Michael felt his world expanding. And soon, I would join him on that journey, whether I was ready or not.
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        * * *

      

      After he shared his father’s final lecture with me, he made a confession.

      “I need you to know, I love you, and I want to marry you, but my first love is and always will be art.”

      We were in my bedroom, sitting together on the edge of the bed, holding hands. No one was home, so we had the house to ourselves. We had just made love. The sheets were still warm, my heart still racing. I imagined what it would be like to one day have our own home, our own baby. Our own life together.

      But here was his confession, thrown at me like a slap in the face.

      Art was his first love. I was second in line.

      At first, I was shocked. Here I was giving my life to him, and he’s telling me I was not number one? Now he was telling me? As our baby grew inside me? The same baby I’d deliberately conceived to prove something to my father?

      I stopped breathing. Then took a deep breath. It wasn’t just me I had to think about now. I had a child living inside of me.

      I looked at his profile as he sat beside me. The determined set of his jaw, the same stubbornness he’d had when confronting his father. I loved him with a passion. I didn’t want to lose him. I loved him more than anyone. I needed him and wanted him. He said he wanted to marry me. I told myself his words showed me he was serious about our relationship, that he would take care of me and our child.

      I swallowed my mother’s warnings and said, “I’m proud of you for standing up to your parents.”

      He leaned into me and gave me a hug.

      “We’ll get through this together,” he said as he got up and grabbed his backpack. “Have to get home to finish a painting. We’re going to need the money.”

      He left me alone to grapple under the weight of his confession.
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        * * *

      

      Whenever we could, we escaped into the neighbourhood woods at night. When I heard him tap on my basement bedroom window, I’d climb out, and we’d take off to a secret spot in the forest. There, on a bed of pine needles or snow, we loved to snuggle into a big sleeping bag, make love, then plan our future. By the light of a flashlight, he drew pictures of us munchkins, a term of endearment we used for each other, and I wrote of our dreams of an underground world. We talked for hours about creating our own reality, a place with no connections to society, where we relied only on ourselves, and no one could tell us how to live. Just like Romeo and Juliet. To everyone else, we said we were looking for a place to live that was off the grid, a place of adventure, nature, and self-reliance. But the deeper we went into this make-believe world, the more I began to realize it was more of his making than my own. His drawings filled the pages of his sketchbook—wild landscapes, solitary farmhouses, scenes of us living free. My writings grew shorter, my dreams dimmer.

      “After we graduate from high school, I want to go to university,” I told him one night in the sleeping bag. The words felt risky even as I said them.

      “I’m not sure it’s for me,” he said. I remembered his words: “Art is my first love.” The flashlight beam caught his face, determined and unmovable.

      “Can we at least think about it, Michael?”

      “Well, one of us has to make a living. Do you want to be the one making money for us to live? Or do you want me to be the breadwinner?” He had sold a few paintings at a local library and was proud of the sales.

      “Why don’t we finish high school first and go from there?” I said, not wanting to fight. I hated conflict. Besides, I was pregnant now. What was the point of arguing about university?
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        * * *

      

      Plans went ahead, and four days after our grade eleven classes ended, on June 14, 1969, Michael and I were married. A boy and a girl. Romeo and Juliet. He was the one and only boy I had ever dated. And the one and only friend I had. My mother was right: I had renounced all others. But who cared? I loved him. And he loved me. And that was all that mattered.

      Inside a small country church in Elmira, we said our vows. For better or for worse. It was a small wedding, with only parents and siblings. My mother looked on, disappointment carved into her face like stone; my father clapped and cheered like it was a celebration. Our brothers and sisters ran around chasing each other and throwing confetti, oblivious to the tension.

      “Your parents look like they could kill me,” I whispered to Michael as we exited the church.

      “They can’t be too mad,” he said. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t have let us use their cottage for our honeymoon.”

      We drove up to Muskoka in our used but newly acquired Volkswagen beetle and spent a week on Lake Rosseau, blissfully alone with our two cats, sketchbooks, and diaries. He drew. I wrote. Just like always.

      Then, reality set in.

      After the honeymoon, we moved into the basement of my parents’ Thornhill home. While I prepared for the birth of our child, Michael got a summer job at an airport two hours away. The basement felt cold and empty with him gone all day.

      As the new school year approached, we had to talk about the elephant in the room. Should I return to school while pregnant? We still had to get our grade twelve and thirteen and graduate.

      “Everyone knows you’re having a baby,” Michael pointed out. “It’s no secret.”

      “We’re having a baby,” I said.

      “That’s right. And I don’t care what people think. Never had, never will.”

      “Well, I care. People will look at me.”

      “There is a solution, you know. I can tape record our classes. You can listen and do the work that way, then write the exams.”

      “I’m no good at math.”

      “We can hire a tutor.”

      Ever the fixer, he always had a solution to the problems I threw his way. My problems. His solutions.

      While Michael and I dealt with our own struggles in the basement of my parents’ home, above us, we could clearly hear their marriage slowly collapsing. My mother, especially, was close to a breakdown, with a husband who had cheated on her and a seventeen-year-old daughter who “had thrown her life away.” Not to mention my sister, who lost most of her teeth in a car accident by a drunk driver. Thankfully, my brother, seven at the time, presented her with no conflict.

      As for me, I had a baby to think about, a new life, and that kept me buoyant. I clung to that hope like a life raft.

      One week before Christmas arrived, I was rushed to the hospital. In the maternity room, Michael sat with his sketchbook, drawing me with a big belly and a thermometer in my mouth. My mother stood next to the bed holding my hand.

      “She’s a baby having a baby,” she accused Michael.

      He kept drawing. After all, art was his first love.
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        * * *

      

      After our son was born, I discovered I loved being a mom. His name, we decided, would be Nicholas Thoreau: Nicholas after Saint Nicholas, and Thoreau after Henry David Thoreau, a man known for his love of nature and simplicity. I poured my heart and soul into this little human being I could nurture.

      As the toxic drama of my parents’ lives unfolded around us, I focused on my child. As for my mother, this new little life in the house, I noticed, helped her tremendously through this difficult time in her marriage. She delighted in being a grandparent.

      I also focused on my studying. Michael recorded all of our classes, and we both successfully finished grade twelve. Instead of moving onto grade thirteen, Michael’s father, hoping he could get Michael onto a more academic track, offered to pull some professional strings. Through his efforts, we took a summer course and were accepted into Brock University in St. Catharines as mature students. It was his last attempt to save his son from the artist’s life.

      By the end of our first year of university, Michael knew the academic path was not for him. He told me he wanted to paint full time, to become a professional artist. To heck with his dad.

      “That’s fine,” I told him over a bowl of Kraft Dinner in our tiny apartment. “You want to paint full time, okay. But I want something too. I want to keep going to university.”

      Surprisingly, he agreed. On one condition: that we start seriously thinking about a place to live off the beaten track.

      “I can’t paint in this concrete jungle. I need inspiration. I need space and nature and peace.”

      Since getting married, the stress of money lingered in the background like a phantom. Especially for me. I tried to keep our arguments to a minimum, but sometimes I couldn’t help but worry. I even gave the money problem a gender: she. She was constantly in our faces, pushing us to the brink of poverty. Michael called me a pessimist. I called him a dreamer, a builder of castles in the air.

      In my diary, I constantly wrote about “this whirlwind, this cyclone… my battle with the overwhelming problem of money… being the wife of a starving artist.”

      Despite money being tight, Michael decided to buy a sailboat, a Flying Dutchman.

      “But Michael, we can hardly afford to eat. And you’re using a door for a painting table. And Nick needs shoes.”

      “I’ll try and sell a painting this week,” he promised. “But to keep painting, I need the boat. I get the boat, and you get to go to university one more year. One more year living in this hellhole, and we move. We move somewhere I can paint for real.”

      I agreed, only because he promised to look after our son while he painted, and I went on to my second year of university. Besides, I thought, if he could afford to go into debt to get a sailboat, maybe I can convince him to let me get a third year in and graduate. Another compromise, another trade. How many more would there be?
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        * * *

      

      It was now May 1971. Two teenaged kids with a kid of their own. We moved from St. Catharines to North York where I could attend York University for my second year. We lived in a high-rise apartment surrounded by busy highways and malls, much to Michael’s chagrin. Our meager income came from student loans and the sale of a few paintings.

      Nicholas was almost two, and so far, so good with Michael taking care of him while in hot pursuit of his painting career.

      When my second year of university ended in the spring of ’72, the student grants ended too. Money was really tight. We moved to the bottom floor of a dingy, cheap apartment on Yonge Street in Thornhill. The noise and traffic were unending, so it was no surprise that Michael continued to put pressure on me to go along with his plans to exit civilization.

      One day, he came to me and said it was time Nicholas and I met Thoreau MacDonald. I had heard a lot about him, of course. I knew he was a very special person to Michael: an artist who lived off the beaten track in town; a man who hibernated in a farmhouse right off Yonge Street. His house, Michael said, was tucked away behind a forest, at the end of a long, winding, dirt driveway. He had no electricity, no running water. A prophet of the simple life, right in the middle of suburbia.

      “He’s so inspiring, Dawn! I love his way of life. It’s so simple! The more I see him, the more I want to live like him.” Michael’s eyes lit up the way they did when he talked about art.

      He had done some research and discovered, much to his surprise, that Thoreau’s parents had named him after Henry David Thoreau, the name we had given our son. Another sign, Michael said, that we were meant to follow this path.

      A few days later, on a beautiful spring day, the three of us went to see him.

      As we left the busy concrete road in front of our apartment and walked along the lane leading to Thoreau’s sanctuary, I felt the cares of the world drop off me. Our dingy apartment, the traffic noise, the constant worry about money—it all seemed to fade with each step. I wanted to stop and take it all in, this paradise off the beaten track. Trees and flowers of all kinds grew in abundance. The air itself felt different here.

      Outside his simple, wood-framed home was an old-fashioned, iron hand pump. An elderly man stood there pumping water into a pail.

      “Hello Thoreau,” Michael said, almost in a whisper, as we walked up to him. “I’d like you to meet my wife, Dawn, and my son, Nicholas.”

      Thoreau was frail and shy. I held out my hand to him as Nicholas held back, pulling me away.

      Yes, I thought to myself, Nicholas has the right namesake, a man quiet, cautious and modest.

      “Would you mind if we looked at some of your work?” Michael asked.

      With a gentle hand gesture, Thoreau ushered us into his home.

      It was dark inside, and very sparse, yet somehow peaceful. We walked through the kitchen, and I noticed a large cook stove and piles of wood. No appliances anywhere. No modern conveniences. Thoreau led us into his studio, which was dominated by one massive table covered in his artwork, paints, ink, and books. The table sat in front of a large, bright window. Light poured in, illuminating his work like something sacred.

      “Thoreau is an illustrator, graphic and book designer, and artist,” Michael said proudly.

      Hermit and artist. Standing in his humble home, I could see that not only was his way of life appealing to Michael, but his art was also an inspiration.

      Over the next hour, my curiosity got the better of me. I asked him a slew of questions and found out he had been living like this for fifty-seven years; no running water, no electricity, no vehicle, no neighbours to speak of. How did he do it?

      Michael wanted to live like this, it was plain to see by the look on his face as we stood in this man’s humble home. Could I live like this? Give up all my creature comforts? Give up the academic path I was on? Would this kind of isolation be fair to Nicholas?

      I wasn’t ready to answer those questions, not yet. But I felt something tugging at me—an incredible peace as I walked back through his simple home and into his wilderness. The noise of Yonge Street seemed far away now, like a different world entirely. For the first time, I understood the appeal of Michael’s dream. But understanding it made me nervous. My mother’s warnings about the manhole echoed faintly, but the serenity of Thoreau’s sanctuary was louder.
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        * * *

      

      Michael was so inspired by Thoreau and his art, he designed and illustrated three black-and-white books on rural life in Thornhill, the sale of which added to our meager income.

      As the drama of our dysfunctional families escalated around us, as news of Vietnam War protests continued globally, as assassinations in America happened one after the other, as capitalism spread, as the concrete jungle hemmed us in, Thoreau’s hideaway became a constant haven to us. The more we visited him, the more I found myself longing for something similar. Although I enjoyed university and the challenges and outlet it gave me, I slowly became spellbound by Michael’s driven plans for a paradise of our own making. Instead of a trap, like my mother believed a life with Michael would be like, I envisioned a place of our own, one of freedom, peace, nature, simplicity. I was slowly but surely coming alongside him. His passion was contagious.

      And then, my bubble burst again. It was my mother and father’s twenty-second anniversary. She called me, her voice tight with something unsaid.

      “How are things between you and Michael?” she asked.

      “Actually, pretty good. I finally met that friend of Michael’s, Thoreau MacDonald. The artist. His place is so beautiful, so peaceful.”

      “What are you up to?”

      “Oh, the usual.”

      “You sound bored.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “You know, and I’ve always told you this, you have to have your own interests. If you are not strong in your own way, if you keep being dependent on Michael, he’ll leave you one day for a stronger woman.” She even gave me a timeline: ten years. The words hit me like stones.

      I quietly listened to her vent. Part of me was angry with her for dumping on me like that, and part of me felt sorry for her. She was my mother. I loved her, but I didn’t want her life. I didn’t want to be like her—trapped in her own kind of manhole.

      In my diary, I wrote:

      I hope, Mom, that if you ever do read this, you do not cry or become upset. I repeat this only from my mind and not my heart, as I write this after we have spoken on the phone together and have tried to understand one another with forgiveness and love. I know you meant it when you said it—but I hope you will take it back when we talk gently about it later.

      I didn’t tell Michael about the conversation, but I did wonder about her words of warning. Now that university was over, I thought maybe I should find an interest, a hobby. So, I took up pottery and started going to classes.

      Meanwhile, Michael was still gung-ho about living off the grid. He was reading books by Farley Mowat and about life in the Arctic and wondered out loud if life in the far north of Canada was the answer to his escape plan. His eyes had that same gleam as when he talked about Thoreau’s sanctuary.

      “What have we got to lose, Dawn, by finding him out and asking him questions?” he asked me. I was wavering for sure; although I wasn’t totally on board with the idea of a life off the grid yet, the thought of creating a world of our own continued to entice me.

      That summer, we chanced a visit to Farley at his home in Port Hope. Seeing two teenaged kids with a kid of their own on his doorstep, Farley graciously invited us in and introduced us to his wife, Claire. With patience, they listened to our story.

      Without much ado, Farley said the Arctic was not for us—definitely not for us. Too cold, too many problems. Then he asked us if we were really willing to pull up all roots, roots that had been planted in convenience. Were we truly willing to abandon all our comforts and try a new way of life, in a land of isolated, rugged, and wild beauty?

      “Yes!” Michael roared without hesitation. Holding my son’s hand, I looked at my husband and trembled at his desire. Nicholas’s small fingers tightened around mine.

      “Then go to the Rock, byes,” he said, pointing his finger due east. “Go to Newfoundland, and in time, you’ll find what you are looking for.”

      That was it. Michael’s escape plan now had a name: Newfoundland. He was dead serious. He was on a roll. After that visit, I realized I had a choice to make: roll with him or… abandon him and our life together. There was no middle ground anymore.

      Thoreau’s simple way of life, the peace I felt in his nirvana, Michael’s passion and enthusiasm, Farley’s words—they all came together, and, despite my mother’s warnings, I made my decision.

      Nicholas and I would join Michael on his quest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            PARADISE CALLING

          

        

      

    

    
      Diary entry, August 1972: We were out to sea, the ferry rocked on the huge waves, and it was at this time that our full realization came that we were really going to Newfoundland! We couldn’t sleep anymore, and when we were near enough, we could see land and lights (6:00 a.m.). We went out on the front deck and were so excited we could hardly breathe! The land was incredible in this light—a sight we’ll never forget. If not for the few lights on the rocks we passed along the way, the appearance was that of stillness, desolation, and wilderness. It was incredibly, naturally beautiful.”
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        * * *

      

      When summer arrived, we packed our van, left the urban sprawl of Thornhill behind, and headed due east with our two and a half year old. Our plan was to source out a promising spot we could relocate to later, after much planning. The farther we drove from Ontario, the lighter I felt, as if shedding the weight of worry with each mile. Still, my mother’s warnings about the manhole echoed in my mind whenever I glanced at Michael, his eyes fixed on the horizon ahead.

      I had packed the tape recorder. Ever since Michael had started recording my grade twelve classes, I had discovered I loved to record things—in words, in photographs, yes, but also on tape. Bringing it to Newfoundland was one additional way I could record our experiences. I had no idea how important this little machine would become to me.

      We stopped in PEI, Quebec, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia, but Farley’s words kept our minds focused on Newfoundland: “Go to the Rock, byes!”

      The ferry across the Cabot Strait from North Sydney to Port aux Basques took forever. With no money to book a berth, we slept in the lounge, our backs stiff against the vinyl seats. At dawn, I awoke to the taste of salt on my lips and the rhythmic groan of the hull against the waves. Through the windows, we watched the ocean spray dance in the fog at the first light of day.

      Michael squeezed my hand. “Look,” he whispered, pointing to a dark mass emerging from the mist. I pressed my face against the cold glass, my heart pounding. Each mile eastward led us farther and farther away from our past and drew us closer and closer to our promised land: the Rock.

      I held my son’s hand as we climbed down the gangplank and took our first step onto the island. The scent of the sea was so different from the city air we’d left behind.

      We took the highway that led us all around the west, north, and east coasts. Nothing caught our fancy. The outports were interesting—colourful clapboard houses clinging to rocky shores—but none of them were off the beaten track enough. They made us feel boxed in, under a microscope, with the residents staring at us as if we were aliens.

      “Is this what we came all this way for?” I asked Michael one evening as we parked at yet another harbour side lookout.

      He shook his head, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “Not yet. We have one coast left to explore: the sou’west coast.”

      The short road that goes east from Port aux Basque along the sou’west shore was full of surprises. Signs posted along the way warned of high winds gusting in excess of 125 miles per hour. The nearby town of Wreckhouse is so named due to winds strong enough to blow railway cars off the tracks. My hair whipped around my face as we stepped out of the van to look at the view.

      After another hour’s drive, the road suddenly stopped—a jarring end of pavement. We parked our van in front of the last house on the road and walked up to the front door.

      An elderly couple greeted us, surprised to see strangers on their porch. The woman’s face was a map of wrinkles, her eyes bright with curiosity. The man stood slightly behind her, cap in hand. I had my tape recorder with me, which they eyed with suspicion.

      “Dat’s right, byes,” the husband explained, his voice rough and his dialect foreign to us. “De road stops right ’ere. Can’t go no furder… by car, dat is. You can take de ferry dough.”

      What were they saying exactly? Michael and I exchanged glances, nodding politely.

      We thanked them and then withdrew to our van. I rewound the tape recorder and pressed play. The man’s voice crackled through the tiny speaker as we leaned in to decipher his words. What he told us was: the road went no farther. We had to take a ferry.

      “This is it,” Michael said, his eyes alight with adventure. “This is what we’ve been looking for!”

      I peered toward the harbour where a small ferry was docked alongside a wharf. Beyond it lay only fog and the unknown. A shiver ran through me—fear or anticipation, I couldn’t tell which.

      “Do we leave the van?” I asked, suddenly reluctant to abandon our only link to the world we knew.

      Michael nodded. “Looks like the only way to keep going.”

      And that’s what we did: we left our van in the couples’ safe keeping and boarded the ferry for a ride that changed our lives. As the small vessel pulled away from the dock, I watched our familiar world recede.

      People called this part of the island the Forgotten Coast because most of its inhabitants had abandoned their homes and moved inland. Village after village sat desolate, ghost towns of a past era. And then… the outport of Pushthrough came into view.

      We felt paradise calling.

      It was a bright moonlit night. As we stood on the deck of the coastal ferry, the salty wind spraying our faces, we could see the outport’s many houses scattered along the rocky shoreline. Moonlight reflected off the glass, making the windows look as if they were lit from within, though the place was vacant. Even after three years of desertion, Pushthrough looked romantic and alive, its weathered clapboard homes like gravestones of another time. Even the cemetery in the forefront of the village looked enchanting with its marble white headstones and wooden crosses standing erect like warriors protecting the land behind it.

      A bittersweet mixture of melancholy and adventure passed through me. The hair on my arms stood up despite the summer air. Was I really doing this? Was I really considering living out here, in this desolation? It was beautiful, I had to admit. Rolling hills rose dramatically behind the village, curved like protective arms around the settlement.

      Little Nicholas stood between us at the railing, his small hands gripping the metal bar, eyes wide with wonder. I grabbed his hand, feeling its warmth against the cool night air, and reached for Michael’s. He looked over at me, moonlight catching the gleam in his eyes, and nodded. I nodded back. It was love at first sight.

      The coastal boat, impervious to the mystery on shore, drifted along, her bow headed for the next port of call, Gaultois. Here, the people had decided to stay. I noticed they had also decided to stay in a handful of other tiny, isolated outports like François and McCallum. Smoke rose from chimneys, and electric lights—real ones, not moonlight illusions—lit up these villages. It made me wonder: Why did most people abandon the outports, with only a few hanging on?

      Michael asked the purser, a weathered man with skin like tanned leather, if the captain of the ferry would let us get off in Pushthrough.

      “No stops allowed in de h’abandoned villages, bye,” he said, shaking his head firmly. The smell of tobacco clung to his uniform as he leaned closer, as if sharing a secret. “Nothing dere for ye anyway.”

      Okay then.

      “What is the closest lived-in outport to Pushthrough?” Michael asked with determination.

      “McCallum,” the purser replied, pointing toward a distant cluster of lights. He finished his sentence in a robust Newfoundland accent, which we later listened to on my recorder and translated to: “It’s roundabout three and a half miles from Pushthrough by boat. There’s no roads at all along the sou’west coast. The only way in and out of these places is by ferry.”

      Isolation. Enticing. Scary.

      This wasn’t about disappearing into a man’s world, was it? This was about disappearing from the world altogether.

      Michael turned to me, his face half-shadowed in the moonlight, and said, “Let’s get off the ferry in McCallum on the way back along the Forgotten Coast and find someone to take us to Pushthrough.”

      The thought of landing in a place of total isolation scared me. McCallum could be okay. There are people there, I reasoned. But Pushthrough? A totally abandoned village?

      Abandoned. The word jumped out at me. Not just isolated, but abandoned. My heart fluttered with both excitement and anxiety. What if we needed help? No phone. No boat. The place was abandoned. No way to leave on our own.

      I looked at Nicholas, sleeping now against Michael’s chest, his small face peaceful, untroubled by adult fears of isolation and responsibility.

      I looked at Michael and saw a worried expression cross his face. “You aren’t backing out on me now, are you? Not when we’re so close?” His voice carried a challenging edge that made me catch my breath.

      We’ve come this far, I thought. Pushthrough did look amazing from the ferry. It’s only for a few days.

      “Okay,” I said, willing to compromise, “Let’s check it out.”
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, in the middle of a warm July night, we landed on McCallum’s wharf. The wooden dock creaked beneath our feet as we stepped off the ferry, our backpacks heavy on our shoulders. We asked the wharf boys if there was any place to stay for the night. Nothing. No hotel, no boarding rooms.

      As we stood there, wondering what to do, the ferry departed, and suddenly we were left alone. The air was thick with the smell of fish and salt. Waves lapped against the shore.

      “Maybe there’s a church where we can stay for the night,” Michael suggested.

      At the end of the wharf, we found a well-worn path and followed it up a hill. There in the darkness, we found the church, its doors thankfully unlocked. We all fell asleep instantly on the hard wooden pews.

      In the morning, we awoke to the distant call of seabirds, and a beautiful sunrise filtered through the stained-glass windows. We gathered our things and set out through the village to look for someone to take us to Pushthrough.

      Many people stared from their windows, faces partially hidden behind curtains; a few ventured outside and walked past us.

      Finally, a young man came up to Michael and spoke. “Can I help yous?”

      “My wife and son and I are looking for a boat ride to Pushthrough,” Michael said.

      “’Tis bad luck to have a woman in a boat,” he said, his eyes avoiding mine. He saw my tape recorder, and I heard his words clearly—no women allowed in a boat?

      I narrowed my eyes and took a deep, loud breath, hoping he’d hear it and at least look this woman in the eye. Instead, he walked away.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Michael said to calm my anger. “I’ll find someone and pay them.” He squeezed my shoulder before going off on his own.

      I waited with Nicholas near the wharf, watching seagulls dive for scraps in the murky water. My face still burned from the fisherman’s dismissal.

      A half hour later, Michael returned with a smiling middle-aged fisherman.

      “Finally found someone,” Michael informed me. “I paid him. Friendly guy, actually.”

      With some food and our few belongings in tow, we climbed into his dory and headed out into the open ocean, back along the Forgotten Coast. The wooden boat dipped and rose with each wave, spray occasionally misting our faces. Nicholas laughed with delight as water splashed over the bow.

      The closer we got to Pushthrough, with the dory’s make-and-break engine putt-putting along, seagulls hovering over us, the ocean swelling beneath us, and the briny smell of salt in the air, the more I felt settled. My anger dissolved into the vastness around us. I thought of Thoreau and Farley and felt comfort in their words that had somehow led us to this place.

      And then, Pushthrough came into view again, no longer a moonlit phantom but vivid in daylight—a panoramic vista lapped by the open ocean. On shore, colourful houses sat anchored on rock, their paint faded by sun and salt. Tall golden grass flowed around them like a tide of its own. Paths jig-jagged through the grass, leading from house to house, with abandoned dories and lobster pots scattered here and there, relics of the lives once lived here.

      Our fisherman suddenly steered the boat into an opening in the rock. The sound of the engine amplified tenfold, echoes pounding back at us from the rock walls rising on either side.

      He shut off the engine. “Dis here’s de tickle,” he said, with a thick Newfoundland accent that made me reach again for my recorder. A narrow body of water, the tickle flowed like a river from the back harbour into the open ocean, with Pushthrough on one side and an island on the other. A wooden bridge, its timbers weathered to silver, extended across the narrowest part.

      He steered his dory up to one of the many small wharves perched on both sides of the tickle.

      “Do you know why this place is called Pushthrough?” I asked and turned on my recorder, holding it toward him.

      “Story goes, a whale got caught over dere in de gut,” he said, pointing to a spot just under the bridge. His hands were rough and calloused, moving expressively as he spoke. “Couldn’t push her t’rough alive, so d’men climbed onto her and jammed a frying pan handle down her spout. Den dey pushed her t’rough.”

      I recalled a similar story in one of Farley’s books and cringed at the thought of the whale, stuck and helpless. My mother’s warnings about the manhole flickered briefly in my mind—her concern that I, too, might become trapped in a life not of my choosing.

      Michael climbed up the ladder with Nicholas ahead of him, while I handed him all our gear and food.

      “Can you tell us your name?” Michael asked. “And do you mind picking us up in two days?”

      “Jim Fudge, and shore thing,” he said, showing no hesitation about returning for us. “I’ll be back, don’t you worry. Just remember, dere’s nary a one here. De place ’tis empty. Been like dis for t’ree years now.”

      Jim started his engine, its sound banging off the rocks again, and we waved to him as he headed back to McCallum. When he rounded the rocky end of the tickle and disappeared into the open ocean, the sound faded away with him.
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        * * *

      

      Alone. We were totally alone, no one around for miles. We stood in its silence for a while, taking it all in. This truly was isolation. Wilderness. Simplicity. Standing on the small wharf of an abandoned village. Not a sound in the air. No wind even. Just silence.

      Instead of feeling anxious, I was surprised to find myself excited. We had two days to explore this mysterious ghost town.

      We found a path that looked like it hadn’t been trodden for some time. As we stepped onto it and walked around a bend, the cemetery came into view, its headstones shiny like polished teeth in the sun. House after house sat on both sides of the path.

      “Pick a house,” Michael said. Nicholas pointed to a two-storey building painted bright green. It had a white picket fence and an orange door.

      I felt like Goldilocks as we walked inside. Curtains still hung on the windows, dishes sat on the table and counters, and lamps were filled with kerosene. Upstairs, the beds were covered with blankets and pillows, like someone had just slept in them. Clothes had been left in dressers and closets.

      “Where are the people?” Nicholas asked. We couldn’t give him an answer.

      We exited and continued wandering through the village. We noticed dories filled with fishing equipment, and lobster traps piled high in the grass were still in good condition. Documents left behind in the post office were readable.

      Pushthrough was a museum frozen in time.

      We entered another house and stood in a kitchen that felt like the family was ready to sit down to dinner: dishes and cutlery on the table, pots and pans on the woodstove. A Bible lay open on a nightstand, a pair of reading glasses folded beside it. The pages had yellowed slightly at the edges, but otherwise it showed no sign of the three years since their owner had departed.

      What had made these people leave with such haste, abandoning so many belongings? Had they planned to return someday? Or had they simply walked away from one life to begin another, taking only what they could carry?

      And then we came upon a house that intrigued us more than the others. A two-storey orange house, it sat on its own huge rock facing the ocean. While many of the homes had no windows facing the sea, this one had several, including a beautiful bay window.

      “I love this one!” Michael exclaimed.

      Lace curtains hung on the windows. Antique washstands, settees, brightly coloured furniture, and even hand-carved rocking chairs graced the rooms. A calendar on the wall was dated 1969. Even though no one had lived in the house for three years, I felt their presence—in events marked down on the calendar; in a cast iron that was still standing on an old ironing board; in dishes with knives and forks on the counter ready to use; in clothes draped across chairs and beds.

      Bright sunlight streamed through the windows facing the ocean. I opened the front door and smelled a soft, salty breeze filling the hallway. My whole body, my senses, felt alive.

      And yet, as we wandered through the rooms, I wondered if I could really do this: move into a home that still had remnants of the previous owners strewn around. And could I really move into this town, with no stores, no neighbours, no electricity, no phone… not even a boat?

      Despite my excitement about this fantasy world we’d stepped into, my mind jumped ahead to worries: How would Nicholas adjust to a place with no other children and no school? What if we had an emergency? How would we get help? What if we ran out of food—or toilet paper? And hey, what would we use for a toilet? There was no running water!

      When we found a bucket with a wooden toilet seat in a tiny room upstairs, I had my answer.

      I felt my head bursting with excitement, doubts, and questions.
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        * * *

      

      When Jim Fudge returned to pick us up two days later, Michael asked him who owned the grand, old, orange house.

      “One of de merchants in Pushthrough owned dat dere house,” he said. “Reid Garland ’tis his name. Moved to ’alifax when he and his family moved h’out.”

      Michael whispered in my ear: “Did you get that?”

      “Not really,” I answered. “But my recorder did.”

      Jim took us back to McCallum, where a host of curious people stood on the government wharf watching our every move. No one said hello. Not a word from anyone, which I found strange. Did they resent us being here? Or were they just plain shy? It made me nervous to think of shopping here when we had a boat… if we moved to Pushthrough.

      We found a bench to sit on while we waited for the ferry to take us back to Rose Blanche to pick up our van.

      “Are you sure you want to live like this, with no neighbours in Pushthrough and no one friendly here in McCallum?” I leaned over and whispered to Michael.

      Nicholas was sitting between us. “Jim is friendly!” he said.

      Michael agreed. “You got that right, son. He’s a really nice man.”

      I looked behind me. The women and children had gone, and Jim was talking to a crowd of men. No fingers were pointing, but I knew by their stares they were talking about us. The whole scene was unnerving.

      “Do you think Jim has a family?” I was hoping for female company and maybe a friend for Nicholas.

      “He has a wife. When I asked him if he’d take us to Pushthrough, he said he had to go and let her know where he was going.”

      When the crowd finally dispersed, I got out my tape recorder.

      “Halifax coming up,” Michael decided after we deciphered Jim’s words. “Time to meet Reid Garland. Are you in?”

      I appreciated him asking me for confirmation. “No harm in asking the man,” I said, thinking there was absolutely no way we could afford to buy the house. I wanted to see Halifax anyway.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, we were in Halifax and knocked on Reid’s door. Michael told him who we were and asked if we could buy his house in Pushthrough. I had my tape recorder ready in case.

      “Why in tarnation would yous be wantin’ to move dere?! Nary but beers would find comfort in such a place now ’tis empty!” the man yelled. By beers, I would later learn as I became used to the accent, he meant bears.

      I grabbed Nicholas’s hand and jumped back behind Michael. As Reid stared at us in disbelief, I played his answer over and over on the tape recorder.

      “I think he thinks it’s a stupid decision,” I whispered.

      “But it’s exactly what we’re looking for,” Michael explained to Reid and proceeded to ask him for a price for his abandoned home.

      “T’irty-five dollars ’tis all it’s worth,” he said.

      “He said he’d sell us his house for thirty-five dollars!” I said to Michael.

      A house for thirty-five dollars?! Now we were perplexed.

      “Are you sure he said that price?” Michael asked me.

      “Ask him again,” I suggested. “I must have got that wrong.”

      “Did you say thirty-five dollars?” Michael asked the man.

      “Are yous plain deaf, bye?” Reid said. “T’irty-five dollars, take it or leave it, fair and square.”

      Michael jumped on the offer and paid him that day. Feeling like he had won the lottery, he gave the man one of his paintings as a token of appreciation.
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        * * *

      

      Even as Michael paid him, even as I stood there and translated the man’s words, I had misgivings. Why couldn’t I make up my mind? I had seen Pushthrough with my own eyes, and I loved it. It was undoubtedly beautiful and peaceful. Memories of Thoreau’s place flooded my mind. But was I literally moving into a man’s world? A place where fishing and guns and hunting was the order of the day? A place where the majority of people I would see would be men? A place where it was considered bad luck to have women in a boat? A place where, when we shopped in McCallum, we felt unwelcome?

      Michael could be so convincing. In the car on the way back to Ontario, like a lawyer, he presented his arguments to me.

      “Just think of it, Dawn,” he reasoned. “No more paying rent! No distractions. We won’t need a vehicle. Our money problems will disappear. I’ll have hundreds of subjects to paint. I’ll find a gallery and send my paintings to them to sell. They can send cheques to me in the mail to McCallum. We can buy a boat. We can live off the land and ocean. I’ll fish and get a rifle and hunt.”

      He took his eyes off the road for a moment to look over at me, and he saw my worried look.

      “You’ve never used a gun before,” I said.

      “Don’t worry, please. I’ll learn. Trust me. I’ll take care of you and Nick,” he promised. “Instead of going to university, you can write. You’ll have so many stories to record.”

      “What about Nick and friends and school?” I asked.

      “We’ll get a dog. He wants a dog. Besides, think of what he’ll learn outside the classroom. Independence, self-reliance, survival skills.”

      I still wasn’t convinced. This was a huge deal. Moving lock, stock, and barrel into an isolated, abandoned ghost town.

      The closer we got to home, the more I wondered what my mother would say.
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        * * *

      

      Mom and Dad were both home when we dropped the bomb. Mom almost collapsed.

      “You aren’t serious, Dawn?! You can’t take Nicholas to a ghost town, to an abandoned village, to a cold, empty house,” Mom protested. “He’s not even three yet!” She bombarded us with questions, worries, what ifs.

      I noticed my father intently listening. “The only way Dawn and Nick are moving to Pushthrough, Mike, is if I go back there with you.” We all froze. “I want to see it for myself.”

      I was shocked. My father was offering to take his mind off his business and secretary (I noticed then the word secret in secretary and wondered if he was still seeing her) and look out for me?

      Maybe I couldn’t trust my father when it came to other women, but I knew I could trust him with my life. The question was: Could I trust Michael? Would he truly be able to take care of us in this isolated town? Would he get us a boat and Nicholas a dog? I hated the thought of having guns in the house. My mind swirled with questions.

      Within a few days, my father and husband were on their way to Newfoundland. While they were gone, I wrote the pros and cons of both staying and going in my diary. Being left behind, fending for myself as a single parent, having to live in my parents’ basement to save money—these thoughts were out of the question. By the time they returned a week later, a part of me had already made up my mind.

      With Dad and Michael back at home, the whole family gathered at the dinner table, anxious to hear their story.

      “So, Dad. What did you think of Pushthrough?” I asked.

      “Well, first of all, it’s not an easy place to get to, that’s for sure. Isolated, remote.”

      I looked at Michael as if to say, I told you so.

      “Now, if you had a boat, that would be different. You definitely need a boat if you’re going to live there.”

      Again, I looked at Michael.

      “What did you think of McCallum?” I asked.

      “Met Jim Fudge, nice man, took us down to Pushthrough in his dory.” He paused. “The rest of the people I’m not so sure about. Kind of distant. Keep to themselves.”

      Again, I looked at Michael.

      “I like the orange house. Big, lots of rooms. But no stove.”

      Again, I looked at Michael.

      “Can you honestly see us living there, Dad?” I asked. I needed him to be honest.

      “For a year, yes, I think you could do it for a year. You’re young, strong, Nick’s not in school yet. Michael’s gung-ho.”

      That’s when my mother cut in. “Bob, what the hell are you doing here? No stove? No boat? Where are you sending the girl?”

      I watched my mother’s face, her eyes filled with fear.

      “If they wait until the summer, we can go down with them,” Dad suggested. “You’d get to see where they’ll be living.”

      “You’d come with us?” I asked, surprised. I looked at Mom. This could be the answer. All of us go together. Safety in numbers.

      “What do you think, Mom?”

      Nicholas and my brother jumped up from the table and began running circles.

      “We’re going to Newfoundland!”

      I caught my mother’s eye across the table. Her face was still tight with concern, but something had shifted. If Dad was willing to go back again, maybe this was something different altogether.
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