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For Jeffrey, the East-Coaster in my life...
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Last night I dreamed that I came face to face with a picture I had done and forgotten, a forest 
done in simple movement, just forms of trees moving in space. That is the third time I have seen 
pictures in my dreams, a glint of what I am striving to attain.
— Emily Carr

You are actually constructing... what your head understood about what your eyes saw.

— Doris McCarthy
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PROLOGUE–––––––– 
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I ran into someone from high school today—Janie Palmer, the school sweetheart. She was the girl that everybody liked... I always envied her for that. I mean, it’s not that I had issues or anything, I just always felt I had to work harder for everything than she did. That was probably just my perception as an angst-filled teenager lacking in confidence. For me, confidence was learned over time and with experience, it was something I grew into rather than something naturally occurring. Particularly when it came to social relationships.
Janie is married now—of course she is. Sigh. I don’t really care, honestly. But I spoke with Ma afterwards and she pulled out her guilt card—going on and on about the grandkids she’ll never have—and admittedly, it put me in a funk.
Anyway, Janie seems to have grown into a perfectly lovely adult with a perfectly lovely life. She’s been married for twelve years and has four kids. Four! All between the ages of two and ten. So perfectly aligned. So perfectly perfect. She seemed happy with her life. Tired, granted. But, happy. She said that being a mother was her chosen career—I never thought of it like that. Actually, that’s not true. That is exactly how I thought of motherhood. Which is exactly why I’m not a mom. But hearing her say those words, so clearly and without reservation, it struck a nerve. 
I made the right choice. Right? Why is that even a question? I chose. I chose intentionally. I chose methodically. I chose me. 
I’m not even sure that I know what that means anymore. What if my perspective has been wrong all along?
When she asked me about my life and my career—something that I am proud of, something that I do feel confident about—my responses felt hollow. She was genuinely interested in the work that I do, and she never once gave me “Aww, you’re all alone” eyes, but still, for the first time in...ever...I felt like it wasn’t enough. It didn’t help that her youngest kid was asleep in the stroller and making incredibly adorable sleep faces.
It’s fine. I’ve made my choices in life, and I don’t have any regrets. And I know without a doubt that I am okay. But, if I’m allowed a ‘but,’ I suppose it’s only human to question.
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CHAPTER ONE–––––––– 
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For her there was nothing quite as sensual as the feel of a brush gliding through globs of paint. The sensation consumed her, all her concentration, all her being—she was without thought, operating purely on feeling and instinct. The brush gliding across the canvas—sometimes swooshing, sometimes moving with excruciating slowness, but always with intention—was merely an extension of her experienced hand. She knew this brush, she knew paint, she knew this world.
Chiara had spent the past twenty years building her career as an artist, working her way up through Montreal’s many galleries, from one room shows to personalized exposés, to finally having her art displayed on some of the city’s more prominent contemporary art stages. She worked hard at her art, was dedicated to it, and the art community widely respected her dedication. To them, she was the real deal.
Introverted, spiritual and free-spirited, she was also practical, down-to-earth and focused when it came to getting things done, particularly when it came to her work. The project-oriented nature of creating an art piece appealed to her on all the many levels of her complicated personality. Once an idea impregnated itself in her mind, she would go all in, cultivating it, growing it, breathing it until the point where she determined, by some intrinsic sense of accomplishment, that the artwork was complete. In between projects she allowed herself to dream, freely, finding this the surest way of attracting inspiration.
“You are a true artist,” Paul said, attuned to the moment at hand as always.
Chiara was leaning as far forward on her stool as her balance would allow, her face a mere inch from the canvas as she worked. Her dark brown hair was down around her shoulders, the loose curls springing forward around her cheeks, precariously in danger of being painted themselves. If she noticed, she didn’t seem to care.
She allowed a small smirk to crack through her concentration. “And you, sir, had better just spit it out.”
Chiara, as current artist-in-residence at Les Galeries Bleues, was spending her Sunday afternoon painting publicly in one of the gallery spaces, open to gazing and questioning from any who passed by. She was happy to discuss her work with anyone who truly wondered about her art, her techniques, her style, and even, as there always were, to answer questions about the lifestyle of a professional artist. Yet she always found these events rather tiring. It was hard for her to divide her attention between creation and explanation—and crowds, in general, just exhausted her. She was always happier when left alone with her paints and brushes.
Paul, the gallery’s manager and one of her closest friends, had come in to check on her. The pair had met a decade earlier at the vernissage of a mutual acquaintance. In truth, neither of them enjoyed the exhibit and after several turns around the hors d'oeuvres table had fallen into conversation. It was a conversation that lasted ten years, always picking up right where they left off. Knowing Chiara as well as he did, he knew she’d been feeling off the past few weeks, not herself, and he hoped to get a glimpse into what was on her mind.
Paul was a stout man, his round face defined by a thick and sculpted beard. Behind his square glasses were soft hazel eyes. His overall jovial appearance, combined with a sometimes difficult to contain energy, made him an instantly likable character, but anyone who spent even ten minutes with him would know that he also possessed a sharp wit and admirable intelligence. It was his wit that first brought him and Chiara together as friends, and on this level that their friendship was steadfastly grounded.
“Spit what out, exactly?” he responded. And then, without waiting for an answer, “It’s just that, brilliant as you are with a paintbrush, you suck at real life. There’s something bothering you, you can’t really explain it, and because you can’t, you won’t even talk about it. You’re kinda dumb.”
At that she laughed. “Gee, thanks.”
He smiled mischievously. “No, but seriously. Talk to me.”
“I don’t know, honestly. I mean...” With a large sigh, she continued. “My birthday is in a few weeks. I think that has something to do with it.”
“Ah, the proverbial mid-life crisis, is it? You’re turning forty so everything in your life is under the microscope? As long as you don’t give up painting,” he warned. “So, what are you thinking? Time for a Vespa? A new ’do? What if you bleached your hair blond, would that be drastic enough?”
“Don’t you ever stop?” she laughed again. There was a reason she kept Paul around.
“Tell me, then, but be honest.”
“It’s just... When I was nineteen, my neighbour got pregnant. She was young, mid-twenties, had gone to university for something or other, and then got married and pregnant and never went back to the career she studied for. It was like, whatever she had planned for her life went out the window after a husband and kids. And I remember thinking that that was it. Either you married and had kids, and then, when the kids are old enough, figure out your life, or dedicate yourself to your career from the outset and wait on the husband and kids. In my nineteen-year-old mind, I decided that you couldn’t grow both a career and a family at the same time, that you needed to choose which one to prioritize first. I knew what I wanted to be in life, I’ve always known, and I didn’t want to jeopardize that. So, I made my choice. I chose art. I chose my passion. I was lucky enough to have a passion at such a young age. But—and this is a big ‘but’—I always figured the rest would follow, you know? Once I was established, once my career took on a life of its own. But it never did. Nothing ever followed in the personal life department. Now I’m staring forty in the face, and I have all these...questions? Doubts?”
She grew silent then, contemplative. Sad. Paul could feel the sadness sinking into her bones. Looking around and noticing the empty gallery, he took the paintbrush from her hand, placing it down on the pallet, and gave her one of his famous bear hugs. Holding her until he felt the sadness dissipate a little, he spoke to her as he let go.
“Listen to me. You’ve done great, kid. You did everything right. You built the career of your dreams, and no one could be prouder. Take a break. You need a break. Clear your head. Go celebrate your birth. Just...get away from all this for a while. Trust me. A change of pace will help clear your mind. All will feel right in the world with time, I promise. And as you know, I am never wrong.”
She gave Paul an appreciative smile. She saw the truth in what he was saying and valued this bit of perspective. It had been ages since her last vacation, the back of her neck began to tingle at the mere thought of a beach and an ocean view. She allowed her imagination to drift lightly, thinking about warm sand in her toes, a fancy drink in her hand, the sound of waves in the background as she read from a book while basking in the sun. 
They were interrupted then by a group of university-aged friends who were bee-lining directly for Chiara. They were obviously students, spending their Sunday afternoon on an elective field trip. They moved as one, their voices reverberating off one another, the air around them electrical. They reminded Chiara of herself at that age—eyes brightened by the canvases hanging on the walls, inspired by the varying styles and hopeful as well. The paintings were symbols of proof that there were artists who made it in the real world. Paul gave her arm a soft squeeze as she took a deep breath and picked up her brush. She was a professional first.
“I’ll leave you to it but, do me a favour. Before you go, there’s a flyer up by the staff exit that I just put up today. It’s from an old acquaintance of mine. Could be interesting.” He turned then as the students swarmed in, leaving her to do what she did best.
Later, after the gallery goers had thinned out and her station had been cleared, after she’d had just about all the peopling she could handle for one day, she signed out of the security log and paused, intentionally, in front of the notice board while she gathered her belongings. She allowed her eyes to slowly move their way across the board as she put on a light jacket, then stopped suddenly, only one sleeve on, as she settled upon the homemade flyer that Paul must have been referring to. He knew. He always knew. Tearing off a small slip bearing only a phone number and email address, she left for home.
__________

Chiara’s condo was on the ground level of a typical Montreal-style triplex. The triplex had a red brick facade, white window trims, and a black wrought iron, winding staircase connecting the three levels. The neighbouring triplexes were attached on either side, adding to the row of low-rise housing that ran the length of the city block. Each individual triplex attempted to assert its own individual character, and if she looked closely enough, she could see the decades of wear and tear on the very souls of each building—trying to stand out while existing forever in a sea of buildings in likeness to their own. Either that, or it was the long, damp Quebec winters that wore them down. That, or it was her own soul that was worn.
The condo itself was what was generally referred to as a five-and-a-half, a residence consisting of five rooms and a bathroom. Aside from the large eat-in kitchen and spacious living room, there were three bedrooms—a lot of space for a single occupant, but well-used by Chiara. Aside from her own bedroom, which was the second largest of the rooms, Chiara used the smallest bedroom as her home office and guest room and reserved the largest room for her personal home studio. Years earlier, she had considered the possibility of renting a studio separate from her home environment, but when it came down to it, she appreciated being able to paint late into the night, or early in the wee hours of the day if the occasion called for it, without having to waste time in transit. As such, virtually all her pajamas had paint on them, but this was a sacrifice she was willing to concede for the freedom to remain home.
Returning home that evening, she headed immediately toward her tiny backyard. Walking its small perimeter, she glanced at the perennials just starting to peek green through soil. Herbs of mint and oregano, creeping thyme, and a large sage bush made up most of the small garden. As she walked, she envisioned where she might plant flowers to add some colour to the yard, thinking in shades of crimson and mauve against the backdrop of a rather drab grey fence. Beyond the fence the sounds of the city played a continuous soundtrack to Chiara’s daily life, its hum often forgotten yet always conspicuously present.
Normally, by the start of May, Chiara would feel open, energetic and excited by the freshness of the spring air and official retiring of her winter layers. She was normally not immune to the sense of rejuvenation that came with spring, the vibration amplified by it being her birth month. This May, however, brought no such excitement, and on this night in particular, Chiara left her garden emotionally untouched by its promise of lush greenery and earthy scents.
Returning indoors she poured herself a glass of Merlot, carrying it with her to her bedroom where she changed into the most comfortable of her paint-splattered pajamas. Grabbing her laptop from the edge of the bed where she’d dropped it that morning, she continued on into the living room, plopping herself down in her favourite spot at the end of the sofa.
This had become her nightly routine. A glass of wine on the end table beside her, feet rested up on the corduroy tufted ottoman, television turned on to any program she could shut her mind to. Looking around the room it suddenly dawned on her, for the second time that day, that Paul had been right. 
This routine was fun in the beginning. She used to feel giddy at the idea of a night alone with a crime drama, a bowl of chips and a glass of her favourite red wine. At some point in her thirties a night at home had become her best of times, the moment in her day when her introverted self could rejuvenate itself in preparation for the next day. But now, she realized, the routine had become stale. The buttons on the remote were worn, her spot on the sofa indented. Even the wine tasted flat. She was in a rut, she could see that now. She needed a change.
Suddenly motivated, she retrieved the slip of paper she had torn from the noticeboard that afternoon. Opening her laptop, she began to type.
__________

“The tests have come back, Giovanni—”
“Cancer? Just tell me the truth, Doctor.”
Dr. Bloomberg pursed his lips, gently. He had had this conversation more times than he wished to count over the course of his lengthy medical career, and it never got easier. But patients like Giovanni, those who found strength in the face of death, who chose to be a rock for the loved ones they were leaving behind, had the opposite effect on the doctor, tending to make it more difficult for him to maintain an air of self-assuredness. He was an emotional man, despite the rigid exterior it was his duty to present at times like these. It was easier for him to handle an emotional outburst than the strong stoicism of the man sitting before him. He found it unsettling, and he squirmed mildly in his seat before continuing.
Speaking to Giovanni, but looking at his wife, he confirmed the diagnosis. “Yes, it is cancer. Giovanni—the cancer started in your prostate. On its own it could have been treated, but—”
“I told him! I told you! Go to the doctor, I said it a hundred times. But did he listen? No!”
“Mrs. Costa—Giovanni, the cancer has spread to other organs. It has metastasized quite rapidly from what we can tell.”
“So, what can we do? Doctor? What are the—”
“Sofia—”
Giovanni said his wife’s name in a tone she knew well. He wanted her to allow the doctor to finish the diagnosis. The husband and wife turned their sights back to Dr. Bloomberg, prompting him to continue.
“It’s stage four cancer, and it’s spreading quickly. A few months ago, maybe I would have recommended treatment but, at this point... I don’t recommend treatment at this time.” He stopped there, allowing the couple time to process the truth of what he was saying. Next, he would inform them about protocol, provide them with information on what physical changes to expect, and ways to keep Giovanni as comfortable as possible. There would be many questions, particularly from Mrs. Costa. But not before they asked the one question that all people in this position need to ask; the one answer that it is human nature to seek. This was the one answer Dr. Bloomberg regretted having to give.
“How much, Doctor? How much time do I have?”
––––––––
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“But you have to tell her!”
“Sofia, it’s my decision. I said no!”
“Giovanni, come on. We didn’t tell her about the tests because you didn’t want to worry her, but this is different. You’re her father, she has a right to know.”
“So, we’ll tell her, but not until she gets back.” Despite his prognosis, Giovanni’s voice didn’t falter. His certainty only angered his wife further.
“That’s weeks from now! You heard the doctor, you don’t have time—”
“Yes. And she deserves to enjoy this vacation before we tell her. It’s her birthday, Sofia. I don’t want it to be overshadowed by sickness and death. For the rest of her life, every time her birthday draws near, it would be a constant reminder. Let her go have some fun, let her go enjoy herself. When she comes back, then we tell her.”
“She’s not a child anymore. Giovanni, she’s forty years old.” Sofia was desperate.
“I know, but I am still her father. I can protect her this one last time.” His hand motioned pointedly through the air, punctuating his words with firmness.
Tearing up, she turned away. She knew she could not convince him otherwise. “You stubborn, stubborn man.”
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CHAPTER TWO–––––––– 
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The drive from the St. John’s airport had been beautiful but long. She was tired, and still a little unsure about what she was doing. As she turned off the main highway onto a secondary road, she saw a sign for her final destination, Came by Chance, thirty-six kilometres ahead. She couldn’t help but smile every time she came across that name, or any of the other cheeky town names she’d come to learn of during her limited research. The names ranged from the romantic (Heart’s Content, Heart’s Desire, Little Heart’s Ease, Cupid’s Crossing) to the high-spirited (Happy Adventure, Happy Valley, Fair Haven, Fortune Harbour) to the downright hilarious (Blow Me Down, Muddy Hole, Random Island, Nameless Cove, Goobies). Seeing some of these names on road signs along her drive, Chiara instinctively understood that Newfoundlanders were not ones to take themselves too seriously. 
“This place may just be the therapy I need after all,” she said quietly to herself.
She pulled off the main road once more and was struck instantly by a view of the ocean in all its immense glory. It took her breath away. Without thinking, she parked her car on the side of the empty road so she could step out to enjoy it. Leaning against the hood of her rental, she allowed her mind to lose itself in the beautiful vista, the sound of the crashing waves and the thick scent of the salty air. She could feel the tingles starting at the base of her neck, reaching up to the top of her head as well as working their way down through her shoulders and beyond. Chiara had always been someone who felt with her entire body. As a quality she found it to be both a blessing and a curse, but at this moment, surrounded by so much movement, so much evidence of life, she gave herself over to the feeling, becoming as one with her surroundings. She was so lost in the moment that she didn’t even hear the car that pulled up behind hers. She was equally startled when a few minutes later she heard someone speak.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?”
Chiara turned with a jolt to find a man standing a car’s length behind her, his hatchback parked slightly off the road with the door left wide open. She had been so immersed in her senses that it took her mind some time to catch up to this sudden snap to reality. She was agitated for being caught off guard and slightly embarrassed for looking startled. Still a city girl, she was close to saying something snippy as a result, but her words caught in her throat as she took in the person before her.
He was slightly taller than average, a full head taller than herself. He had strong shoulders, she could tell, and her eyes fixated on them for a few seconds too long before moving up to his face. There she found herself looking into the clearest blue eyes she had ever seen. She was completely transfixed by the way they seemed to own their place on his weathered yet handsome face, the way they commanded the attention she was giving them. Any agitation she may have felt gave way entirely under the spell of his gaze.
“It’s beautiful, eh?” he tried again.
His voice was a bit gruff, a working man’s voice, which matched perfectly with his working man’s body. Chiara had always had an appreciation for muscles that looked like they were earned through manual work and physical labour, and not only through working out at a gym. The man before her was obviously a physical worker, likely a hard worker, and it reminded her of her father whom she respected more than any other person alive, and who had spent years supporting his family by working long hours in construction. Growing up, knowing her father to be a good man, she had engrained certain attributes in her mind as attributes that she assumed would define any good man: Hard-working, intentional, certain in his purpose, thick on moral character, willing to give his time and a hand whenever needed. Now, by the expression in his blue eyes, by the way he carried himself, by the way he had pulled over to check on her, she could tell this was also a good man. On instinct she felt immediately safe with this person before her, despite him being, still, a complete stranger.
He was still standing there waiting for her to speak. He had already decided not to rush her or interrupt her thoughts any further. It seemed important that she have the space and time she needed to work through whatever thoughts were making their way through her mind. He was watching her though, closely, as she was looking upon him, and forming thoughts of his own.
After what could only be described as an embarrassingly long period of silence, Chiara managed to pull herself together, finding her voice just as she felt a flush move across her cheeks. “It’s amazing. Truly.”
He pretended not to notice her embarrassment. “From away, are you?” he asked as he casually moved a hand through his sand-coloured hair. Contrary to her dark Sicilian complexion, he looked as though he was born of the beach, the ocean, the sun on the waves. His hair was just long enough to form wispy wings around his face, the rest of his full head of hair showing streaks of blond moving gently through the thick waves. His face itself was strong and angular, slightly wrinkled by time and the elements, yet possessed a boyish charm, especially when he grinned. Chiara had the impulse to run her own hand through his hair but quickly caught herself, telling herself to snap out of it. Ridiculous, she thought.
“I am, yes. From away. Just arriving from Montreal.”
“Just passing through?” he asked. He told himself that he was just making polite conversation but if he was being honest, he had a genuine personal interest in her response.
“Looking for my rental, actually.” Relieved to have something concrete to discuss, something to minimize her awkwardness, she stepped around to the car window and grabbed the printed instructions from the dashboard. “The instructions are a little vague. I, uh, had just pulled off to get my bearings. It says to look for the house with the green roof?”
“Ah, you’re renting the Boyd place, then?” It was less a question than a statement, his tone was casual and certain. Turning his direction across the road, he waved his arm in a grand gesture. She turned to look as well and noticed, for the first time, that there were really only a few houses, perhaps twenty at most, making up this little community. Each could be seen from the main road (arguably the only road, the others looking more like extended driveways than proper roads). The beach lay at the lowest point of town, the landscape moving progressively upward as it moved inland. It was a rugged landscape, rocky, its ruggedness smoothed over by spurts of trees and shrubbery, all set before a backdrop of dense greenery. It was too early in the season yet, but Chiara could imagine wildflowers springing up from the rocks and untamed grass, mentally adding natural highlights of white, purple and blue to the scene before her.
From this perspective she could see every rooftop of every saltbox home and immediately felt sheepish. “Not so vague after all, I suppose,” she said. The houses themselves came in every colour—turquoise, crimson, lilac, buttercup and pure white—each home unique and unbridled by paint. Coming from a city with rows of homes in remarkable uniformity, she found the inclination toward colour refreshing. Looking up at the town from the beach, her fingers began to tingle, longing for a brush to hold.
The man smiled, a shy and crooked smile, and offered, “A lot of these coastal villages are all the same. Just a few houses scattered about, faces to the sea, backs to the land. And a whole lot of privacy. Welcome to Newfoundland. Will you be needing any assistance? Or, can you find your way?”
“Oh, I’ll manage just fine, thank you. Thank you for stopping. I, uh...” She found herself wanting to prolong the conversation but was at a loss for anything else to say. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so pulled to another person, especially a man. She was feeling curious in a way she hadn’t felt for a very long time. Also, she felt nervous. Nervous that she would never see him again, nervous that she would... Either way, he was waiting for her to finish her sentence, again, and she was determined to end their encounter in a more composed state than how it started. “It was nice to meet you.”
He gave her a nod and stepped back toward his open car door. He looked at her once more, a thoughtful glance over his shoulder, just before climbing in and closing the door. “The name’s Mike.” And with that he was gone.
Chiara, needing a few extra minutes to get her act together, leaned back against her car. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and laughed out loud, shaking her head. “Smooth, Chiara, real smooth.”
For a moment she’d felt like she was back in college, maybe even high school. Despite her most sensible self, she had felt butterflies flit their way through her insides and her pulse had picked up the pace. And over someone I literally just met! she scolded herself. She stole a quick look behind her—on impulse looking for one last glimpse even though she knew he was already gone. Then, frustrated at herself for doing so, Chiara gave her head another determined shake and sought to finally compose herself. 
She was here for a very specific purpose, she needed time alone to rest and regroup. When she saw the one-page flyer stapled to the noticeboard in Les Galeries Bleues, put up earlier that day by her own friend Paul, she had felt a feeling of certainty in the pit of her belly. It was a knowing. This was something she just needed to do, this was where she needed to be. The flyer had been simple: Two bedroom furnished home in Came by Chance, Newfoundland, available for summer rental. Ocean view and time to rest, guaranteed.
The owners, Mr. and Mrs. Boyd, were visiting their daughter in Calgary for the summer and had opened their home up to a renter. They had sent out an email to a list of their more trusted contacts. Paul had met them several years earlier while on vacation down south, and they had maintained a casual correspondence ever since. When Paul first saw the email in his inbox, he wished them well then hit delete. But something made him retrieve the email and print the flyer. Just as something made him staple it up on the board by the security entrance, and something made him mention it to Chiara that day in the gallery. Something made Chiara decide this was what she needed to do, also. However, she’d still had her wits about her and still demonstrated some of her typical tendency toward practicality in the face of uncertainty. She was good at allowing life to unfold naturally, as long as she controlled the circumstances within which it unfolded. 
Paul had suggested she use the trip as an opportunity to ‘find herself,’ to which she scoffed, requesting that he not be so melodramatic. “It’s just a vacation,” she had responded. “A much needed, but plain ol’ regular vacation.” As such, she only booked the saltbox home for a two week stretch. The Boyds had made sure to advise her that there had been no other takers for their summer rental, and that if she wished to extend her stay, she need only email them. Apparently, not many people wished to holiday in a secluded coastal village in northeastern Newfoundland. Chiara did.
Having gathered her senses Chiara glanced again at the ocean, promising to be back to walk its beaches as soon as she was settled, then hopped in her car, eyes focused on the house with the green roof. Mission Shake-it-off-and-move-on had officially begun.
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