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Preface

			In 2015, while in Sri Lanka, I began a small book project in my mother tongue, Sinhala. It was a work of fiction—a modern-day story woven into an undiscovered timeline of history.

			For the last ten years, I worked on it on and off, trying to keep the project moving, yet I never reached the end. Meanwhile, in 2025—for the first time since my law school years—I returned to school on Vancouver Island to pursue a completely new path: the outdoor industry.

			After completing the Canadian Outdoor Leadership Training (COLT), I decided to stay on the Island a little longer than planned. One of my objectives was to work on my fiction while searching for jobs in the field, so I chose beautiful Victoria, the capital of British Columbia, before eventually heading back to my hometown of Moncton, New Brunswick.

			I stayed at a very affordable hostel downtown—actually, the only affordable place available. It was there that a completely unexpected incident occurred, one that suddenly pivoted all my plans. Within a very short period after that incident, I became a total stranger to myself.

			I lost all my ultralight hiking gear, along with the climbing and sea kayaking goods I owned.

			There is an old saying: every cloud has a silver lining. This unfortunate incident led me to become stronger than ever before. Among the unexpected things I achieved was finishing this non-fiction memoir in less than three months—magically faster than I ever thought possible—even while that first work of fiction remains a work in progress after more than ten years.

			I am back now, and I am happy. This journey, shared on these pages, has connected the person I was, the person I am, and the person I am becoming. I hope you will enjoy this journey by joining me to celebrate it.

			As I mentioned, my mother tongue is not English. But this is a story about my Canadian life, so I have kept the language as close as possible to the way I tell stories in my own tongue.

			Over nearly a decade of life in Canada, moving from coast to coast, I listened to thousands of stories. These were shared by friends and locals across the many different walks of life I was fortunate enough to enjoy.

			And now, this is my story to you.

			Thank you,

			Don Steve



	

Dedication

			To Clio,

			who taught me to celebrate life.
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Part 1

			Moonstone (Sandakada Pahana)

			The “Sandakada Pahana,” or Moonstone, is a distinguished element of ancient Sri Lankan architecture. These are semicircular stone slabs featuring intricate carvings, traditionally placed at the base of stairs and building entrances. According to cultural experts, these structures embody the cycle of saṃsāra—the continuous process of birth, death, and rebirth in Buddhism.

			This part of my story speaks to the birth of new journeys in my present-day life and the conclusion of some. Just as these stones serve as the entrance to complex structures, my own decisions were beginning to open new doors. I welcome you to step onto my “Sandakada Pahana” as you turn the page and begin this journey.

			



	

“Single Elephant”

			My name is Steve, but on the trail, I go by “Single Elephant.” I originally hail from Sri Lanka, a stunning island in the Indian Ocean. You might know it by its colonial name, Ceylon, which was used by Europeans for centuries. My home country is famous for tea and cinnamon; more recently, it was crowned the most beautiful island in the world.1

			For over eight years, I have called Canada home. It is another spectacular country of vast wilderness with the world’s longest coastline, where millions of lakes shift with the beauty of the four seasons. It is famous for maple syrup and beavers.

			Throughout the last decade, I have worn many coats. Back in Sri Lanka, I practiced law for more than a decade, but in 2017, I walked away from the legal profession and moved to Canada without a proper winter coat. My Canadian friends had advised me not to buy a jacket until I arrived, simply because I had no clue what was actually required for a cold Canadian winter. However, my reasons for that departure were more complex—enough to fill an entire book—so I won’t delve into them here.

			Other than getting ready for a long winter, there is one thing I must say about my decision: If I had prioritized money over meaning, I would have stayed at my mahogany desk and the hardbound legal volumes in my hometown. Luckily, I have always known that a big paycheck is not the same as a life well lived.

			My first job in Canada was at a fast-food chicken restaurant—the one famously from Kentucky. It was a complete departure from my previous professional life: I had a cashier’s counter for a mahogany desk and a warm chicken cabinet for my bookshelves. It certainly wasn’t the “perfect start” I had envisioned.

			After the pandemic, I pivoted careers again to become a production planner in the cannabis industry. My company was one of the largest flower producers in the country—perhaps even the world. They operated the world’s largest cannabis greenhouse, where I learned an incredible amount about this blossoming field. There was an undeniable irony in earning a living from an industry that remains strictly illegal in my home country.

			It was a fantastic role that offered immense freedom; I had unlimited vacation time and very few rigid rules. I even had permission to work remotely from Australia for a time. But as someone who loves the outdoors, I eventually felt the pull to shift gears. Even “planning high flowers,” as much as I enjoyed it, made me realize I craved a life that was more physically active. I began to feel the same restlessness I had felt in Sri Lanka, asking myself: “Why am I still wasting my life in front of a computer screen for eight hours a day?”

			Before I continue this story, I must explain the meaning behind my trail name: “Single Elephant.” Yes, I know what most of you are thinking—and no, it’s not the name of a dating site or a person looking for a spouse. This name originated in Sri Lanka. In the Sinhala language, they are called Thani Aliya. The solitary elephant is a unique creature that follows its own path.

			Sri Lanka has the highest elephant density of any country, which unfortunately leads to a high rate of human-elephant conflict due to fragmented habitats. While elephants typically thrive in social herds, villagers living near the jungle aren’t usually intimidated by a group; a herd is predictable. But a lone elephant is different. They are the ones humans fear most because of their fierce independence and unpredictable nature. They answer to no one and live entirely on their own terms.

			Like all single elephants, I am seeking my own unique way of life. I am searching for true freedom and trying to understand what it actually means to live. This is no easy feat in our modern world, where society often dictates the path we should follow. Most human lifestyles are based on what society expects of us—demanding that we march as a herd.

			I believe the only way to break that mould is to seek out the places where modern influence fades—the wild. I make it a priority to find peace in these untamed spaces. I find joy in the challenges most people avoid and thrive on thinking differently, always looking for a new perspective beyond the conventional “box.”

			Leaving my job in the cannabis industry wasn’t as difficult as I expected; my mind was already elsewhere. At this “Elephant Pass,”2 I decided to set my sights on heading North—somewhere deep into the Arctic.

			At the time, I was living in New Brunswick, one of Canada’s more sparsely populated provinces. But in the post-pandemic years, I watched as my quiet city of Moncton underwent an unprecedented transformation.

			By 2024, Moncton had become the second-fastest-growing metropolitan area in all of Canada. I saw the rapid development firsthand: new construction everywhere, longer traffic jams, and a sudden surge of people that made my small city feel crowded. While this growth was undeniably good for the local economy, it forced me to confront a deeper question: Is this the life I truly want? My “single elephant” mind began to question everything.

			Despite all the uncertainty, my heart was fixed on the Arctic, drawn to the promise of a life that was less crowded and more connected to the wild. I began searching for any opportunity that would take me there, applying for several positions with Parks Canada and other roles I found online, but my inquiries were met with silence.

			Finally, in mid-2024, I secured a role as a food service department manager with one of the oldest companies in Canada. I wasn’t sure if this role was the right path to my freedom, but the beauty I had heard attributed to the Arctic blinded me this time. All I wanted was to set foot in the Far North.

			Before heading north, I underwent a month of training in Winnipeg, Manitoba. It was there that I received a fascinating introduction to the First Nations peoples who have called the Arctic home for millennia. Their deep connection to the land resonated with my own search for meaning, and it only heightened my excitement to finally begin my adventure in the True North.

			My goal was simple: to learn from the First Nations peoples, to connect more deeply with the wild through their wisdom, and to escape the frantic pulse of modern life. I had high hopes. Although I no longer enjoyed this type of management role, I saw it as a necessary trade-off—a chance to immerse myself in the wilderness in a way I never could before. I truly believed I was on the right trail this time.

			In hindsight, I was wrong. Once I began my permanent position, my life quickly reverted to the grind of a typical city job. The time outdoors I had envisioned never materialized. After a few months, I made the difficult decision to quit. There were many other factors involved—particularly regarding my work-life balance—but the core of my disappointment lay deeper.

			I didn’t find the traditional way of living in harmony with nature that I had imagined. Instead, I encountered a community under far more stress than I had expected. Many were looking to connect with the modern world rather than hold on to ancient traditions; much of the knowledge passed down through generations seemed to be slowly fading away. Instead of the peace of the wild, I too often witnessed the heavy toll of addiction and a sense of hopelessness.

			I must clarify that not everything in the North is as dark as the winter months. On some nights, you can see the most amazing thing the human eye can witness: the Aurora Borealis. There are also many ambitious individuals and dedicated elders working tirelessly to restore their communities to their former glory, striving for a sunny day. I wish them every success in building that brighter future.

			Amid the difficulties, it was the dogs that brought me the most joy. Dozens of village dogs lived around the store where I worked, and one in particular—Clio—stayed very close to my side. Regardless of the weather, even when it plummeted to −30°C, she would walk me to my apartment every single day after work and stay for a couple of hours. She was a great companion: a silent friend in a vast landscape near the edge of the tree line.

			In southern Canada—or what northerners simply call “the south”—you don’t see many dogs roaming freely. If a dog is spotted wandering, it becomes big news in the community and often floods social media. But in Sri Lanka, free-roaming dogs are a common sight. I truly love dogs, so having the chance to pet one on my way home brought me a unique sense of joy; it reminded me of my motherland.

			In the mountains of central Sri Lanka, it is common for an unknown village dog to follow you along the entire trail while hiking. Hikers give them different names and snacks, and in return, the dogs offer unwavering loyalty and guidance along the perfect route.

			At the time I decided to quit, I began to weigh my next steps. My initial plan was to focus on my writing while searching for a role that better suited my values. I had started a fiction project nine years ago that I am still working on; I thought this was the perfect chance to finally finish and publish it. However, I soon realized that wouldn’t be a simple or permanent solution. If I wanted a career in Canada that I truly loved, I needed to secure the proper qualifications to match my expectations.

			There was only one way to achieve that. I decided to go back to school with a clear objective: to find a way back to the type of work I truly loved—something in the great outdoors, perhaps on the ocean or deep within the wilderness.

			After a thorough search, I discovered a course on Vancouver Island: an intensive one-hundred-day outdoor leadership training program called COLT.3 It was located in a remote area within Strathcona Provincial Park—the oldest provincial park in British Columbia and the largest on the island.

			The COLT curriculum was exactly what I needed, covering backcountry camping, mountain and glacier travel, climbing, canoeing, sea kayaking, and a wide array of other wilderness disciplines. Beyond the physical skills, the program offered a suite of professional certifications, including Lake Canoe Instructor, Sea Kayak Guide, River Rescue, and Advanced Wilderness First Aid, among several others.

			I was over the moon. I knew with absolute certainty that this was the path to finding the right direction for my future. Strathcona is legendary for its ruggedness; completing one hundred days there is not just a course—it is an endurance test. It felt as though I had finally found the training that matched the intensity of my spirit.

			I passed the online interview and was selected for the course. Soon after, they emailed the details along with a comprehensive gear list. Since my savings were lean at the time, I applied for a student loan; to my great relief, it was approved to cover a portion of the tuition.

			Most of the activities required specific gear that we had to provide ourselves. Fortunately, I already owned a significant portion of equipment that I had been collecting since 2017. Many of the essentials—mostly ultralight gear for hiking, backpacking, and mountain journeys—were already packed and ready for the adventure.

			I was also a member of a canoeing club in Greater Moncton called “River Runners.” That was where I learned the ABCs of Canadian canoeing. Many of the members are professional-level paddlers, yet for the price of a single restaurant meal and a beer, an annual membership allowed me to rent canoes free of charge. The club also organized regular trips and free clinics. I don’t think anyone could find a better place to cultivate a passion for canoeing. Thanks to the path paved by the club, I had also collected high-quality canoe gear over the years.

			As is common among ultralight enthusiasts, I neatly organized my gear in a spreadsheet. This helped me identify gaps and prioritize future upgrades—a cycle of research and refinement that most hikers know well. While I was well equipped for the trail and the lake, I lacked gear for the ocean and the rock. I decided to invest in quality kayaking equipment first; as for climbing, I wasn’t yet sure if I would enjoy it. I chose to wait and see how I felt on the rock before committing to the expense.

			It was the day before my final departure, the closing stage of my brief life in the North. Although I call it the “North,” it was specifically a remote part of Northern Quebec—one of many communities isolated from the south with no road connections, a region known as Nunavik.

			The landscape adjoining the beautiful Hudson Bay remained a vast, frozen expanse, showing no sign of the coming spring. On this day, my dog seemed to sense the shift. Usually, she would wander off after an hour or two at my place, but that afternoon she stayed in my apartment for over four hours. Clio lingered there as if she knew the bond between the elephant and the dog was drawing to a close.

			I decided to give her a final goodbye by doing something I had never done before in Canada. Recalling the village dogs that join hikers in the Sri Lankan mountains, I planned a final trek to one of the local landmarks: the Inukshuk.4 It was time to see this place one last time before the day ended.

			The Inukshuk wasn’t far from my place, but I wasn’t sure at first if she would follow; I had never seen her venture into that area before. But that day, she didn’t hesitate. It was just the two of us—a single elephant and a friendly village dog—walking the icy winter path together. We hiked all the way to the Inukshuk and then continued even further, our boots and paws crunching onto the frozen surface of the Hudson Bay itself.

			It was a deeply emotional walk. Even though we couldn’t speak, a heavy sense of guilt settled over me. I was leaving, and she would remain. After our outing, she returned to her usual sleeping spot for the night—somewhere within this tiny community5 of just one thousand people. It was a corner of her world I had never known, and as we parted, the mystery of her life felt as vast as the ice behind us.

			The next morning, I found myself wishing I wouldn’t have to see her friendly, innocent face again. On a normal workday, she wouldn’t appear until the afternoon—likely still asleep after a long night of barking at the moon or chasing foxes with her companions. But when the company truck arrived to take me to the airport as early as 9 a.m., Clio was there.

			She stood waiting, looking straight into my eyes. A single question seemed to hang in the air—a question I will carry with me through the final chapters of this story:

			“Why?”

			



	

“Goodbye”

			A goodbye flight from a remote community is nothing like a regular journey. These planes stop multiple times, much like a bus, before reaching their final destination. This is a necessity, as many of these communities rely solely on air travel for transport during the winter. My itinerary included stops in Chisasibi and Val-d’Or before finally reaching Montreal.

			I flew on an Air Creebec Dash 8, a plane built half for passengers and half for cargo. Between the friendly staff and the locals, I heard several warm goodbyes before passengers disembarked at each airport along the way.

			Unlike the slow, deliberate flights both into and out of the North, time seemed to move much faster now. I had only a few months to prepare for my course. After a short stay in Montreal, I returned to New Brunswick, packed my gear, and began the familiar process of saying goodbye to my friends. It was my second farewell to them within a single year; I had already said my goodbyes once before, when I first moved north, and here I was, doing it all over again.

			Now, I was preparing for yet another life change, but this time, the ambition felt different. For the first time since completing my legal education, and for the first time since arriving in Canada, I was heading back to school. I was finally stepping away from the conventional path to align my education with my passion for the wild.

			While living among the Cree and Inuit communities,6 I learned that there is no word for “goodbye” in their traditional languages. It is a concept that simply doesn’t exist the same way it does in the south. This realization—shared with me by elders during cultural gatherings intended to preserve and protect their heritage—stayed with me, forcing me to ask: Do we really need goodbyes?

			My grand-aunt Manike, who now lives in Oakville, Ontario, used to teach in Chisasibi almost twenty years ago—the very community where I trained for my permanent job. When she heard I was going there, she sent me some beautiful old photos and a vintage road map. Chisasibi is a significant place; it is the last Cree community of Eeyou Istchee (James Bay) accessible by road.

			She used to drive all the way from Montreal to Chisasibi back then—a massive journey of over 1,000 kilometres. I remembered her story about losing one of her cats during that long trek; she had braced herself for the heartbreak of a final goodbye to her beloved pet. But fortune favoured her, and they were reunited some time later. It was another reminder of the lesson I had learned: Perhaps there are no true goodbyes.

			In a beautiful twist of fate, I discovered that the person who organized the elders’ gathering had actually been my grand-aunt’s student all those years ago. Being able to reconnect them after two decades brought me immense joy. It was another piece of fine print for no goodbyes.

			Now, my question remained: Do we really need goodbyes?

			The answer didn’t come from the teachings of the elders, the student who organized the gathering, or even the story of the lost cat—as much as I respect and cherish those moments. Instead, it came from my inner elephant. I realized that, yes, sometimes you need to say goodbye. Sometimes, even when it isn’t strictly necessary, you choose to say it anyway to honour what was. My hope is that by the time I reach the end of this story, these words won’t truly be a goodbye, but a way of keeping my journey alive.

			A few weeks before my journey north, I had bid farewell to a close friend, Salman. He lived in the same apartment building as I did and had recently been accepted into the Canadian Armed Forces. Since he was away completing his mandatory training, his car was still in New Brunswick. When he heard I was returning there for a short stay after quitting my job, he asked if I would be willing to drive it to him in Ontario.

			I agreed without hesitation.

			That easy decision turned into a magnificent opportunity to traverse New Brunswick, Quebec, and parts of Ontario. While driving is often more expensive than flying, for me, the cost was irrelevant—I love the road. I love to meet more people. And I love slow modes of travel. There is a specific kind of freedom in a long drive that makes me truly happy.

			When I was an A/L student,7 I used to take the bus whenever I could. Asia is far more connected by public transit than North America, and I took full advantage of it. In the mornings, I would catch a bus from my hometown to whichever nearby town I felt like visiting. From there, I’d hop to another town, city, or village—or simply a beautiful location. Sometimes I would stay on the move for ten to twelve hours: city by city, town by town, village by village, and stop by stop. It was my secret hobby; even my parents didn’t know at the time. At the end of the day, I would usually find my way back home on a loop route.

			Much like those bus loops from my youth, I was going to see my friend again. He had bid me a long farewell only a few months prior—a goodbye we both thought would last for years. Instead, it was suddenly cut short. See? That is another reason why we sometimes don’t need goodbyes: The road often leads us back to our starting point sooner than we think. It felt like one of those same journeys from my past, returning home after an all-day bus ride.

			In the middle of 2024, on my way west, I visited him in Ontario. He asked if I could continue looking after the vehicle until his final military posting was confirmed; he would decide what to do with the car once he received his official orders. I was in no hurry. I had a couple of months before my course began, and I was staying at Vijitha Uncle’s home in Ajax, in Southern Ontario. Once again, there was nothing to stop me from saying yes.

			I attended his graduation, and it was there that I learned his destination: Vancouver Island. To my astonishment, he was headed to the very same island where I would be starting my course in less than a month. Even more incredible, his base was located only about an hour’s drive from where I would be studying.

			Then, Salman asked another question:

			“Are you OK to drive the car all the way there?”

			Given everything I’ve shared about my love for the road and my search for the wild, I think you can already guess my answer.

			The answer was easy: “Sure. I’ll drive it all the way.”

			This became a perfect opportunity for me—a chance to cross the country while scouting for the ideal workplace in a field I truly cared about. I knew I would pass through cities, towns, and villages I had never visited. I would traverse the winding roads of magnificent parks and wilderness areas I had never seen, and have a fine chance to set eyes on the ski towns and hiking destinations where I might work one day.

			With very little time after his graduation and limited travel options, my friend decided to fly directly to the island from Toronto Pearson Airport.

			That meant it was time for me to return to the road—as a single elephant.

			On my long journey to Vancouver Island, I crossed the vast, golden expanses of the Prairies and drove into the heart of the mighty Rocky Mountains. But the landscape wasn’t the only thing I rediscovered. Along the way, I reunited with many old friends I hadn’t seen in decades—one friend in Calgary after thirty-one years, and a few others in Ontario, Saskatchewan, and British Columbia after more than twenty years apart. There were many others I saw again after time frames ranging from a few months to a couple of years.

			See?

			We never truly need to say goodbye. Unless we really want to say it.

			If you truly want to see someone again, you don’t have to say goodbye. I believe that is the wisdom the First Nations peoples carry in their languages. Perhaps we should all work to remove “goodbye” from our vocabulary when we are happy to see someone again, replacing it with the promise of a future meeting.

			Because I had plenty of travel time available for my 4,500-kilometre journey to the west, I did what I love most: hiking. During the first leg of my journey in Northern Ontario, I travelled to Tobermory and set out to trek nearly 200 kilometres along the Bruce Trail, carrying all the ultralight hiking gear I loved.

			Along the trail, I met people I had never known—souls who appeared briefly, yet meaningfully. This is why I love to travel. Someone walking the wild paths often finds a deeper connection with strangers than they ever would on the busy, anonymous streets of Downtown Toronto.

			In the city, we struggle to interact across different social levels and backgrounds; but in the wilderness, those labels vanish. Out there, we are all just residents of the earth, passing through.

			The trail provided more than just a river of physical challenge; it provided waves of human kindness. And that kindness from strangers paved my way.

			The Tobermory locals helped me find a secure, free-of-charge parking spot on Carleton Street, and the harbour master’s office even wrote a note for me to display in the window. It explained that I was away on a multiday trek so the car wouldn’t be towed—a simple gesture that gave me the peace of mind to disappear into the woods.

			On the afternoon of my second day, a heavy downpour arrived, filled with lightning. I felt a surge of fear, but also a bit of courage, standing there among those tall, tall trees. For an hour of hiking in the rain, I didn’t see a single other hiker. Finally, I saw someone approaching from the opposite direction. He didn’t just pass me by; he simply asked, “Do you know how to check the lightning?”

			When I said no, he stopped to teach me how to estimate the distance of the storm by counting the seconds between the flash and the thunder. He left me with a wish for the best, and that knowledge gave me immediate peace of mind; according to his method, the lightning was still far away. Later, when I shared the story of my hike on the official Bruce Trail social media page, he reached out to say hello again.

			Thanks, Rob.

			On the fourth day, I hiked to the Hope Bay Campground. It was a grueling 40-kilometre day, made even more challenging by a heatwave and the rugged terrain. I finally rolled into camp around 10 p.m., exhausted. I had been instructed to look under a rock by the office window for my site map, but when I found it, I was stunned. A note on the side of the map said: “Free upgrade to bunk bed …”

			What a relief! I didn’t have to set up my tent in the dark after such a long day. I had a great night’s sleep, sponsored by the incredible kindness of the camp owners—and at that point, I hadn’t even paid for my stay yet.

			The next morning before I left, I had the chance to tell them how wonderful that sleep was. They simply told me they had been thinking about how difficult it would be for a hiker to pitch a tent after such a long day, and they just wanted to help. I still don’t know their names, but I will never forget their kindness.

			Thanks, owners of Hope Bay Campground.

			After ending my hike, I met a stranger named Dan who gave me a ride from Wiarton back to Tobermory. He didn’t just drive; he became a tour guide, showing and explaining every attraction along the way. I still remember stopping to take a picture together at the 45th parallel road sign—the halfway point between the equator and the North Pole.

			When we finally reached the street in Tobermory where the car was parked, he took me to see his project: a beautiful vessel he was restoring. It was one of the oldest boats on the Great Lakes still in fine enough condition to navigate. It was an unforgettable experience—something truly special to remember about that beautiful town.

			Thanks, Dan.

			In the middle of the heatwave, someone gave me her own water bottle to make sure I stayed hydrated.

			Thanks, Laura.

			I met a member of the Blue Mountain Club8 who shared his pride and his story of volunteering and finishing the trail section by section.

			Thanks, Arti (I hope I’ve spelled your Dutch name correctly!).

			I even had a short, pleasant coffee chat with someone as I was passing through Lion’s Head, who gave me some valuable tips on job hunting in the outdoor industry.

			Thanks, John.

			These are only just a few of the names I said “goodbye” to—passing along their kind gestures to me during my five-day hike. But I am certain I will see some of them again in the future.

			As I mentioned before, I was part of a canoeing group called the “River Runners Canoe Club” in Moncton. Through a friend from that club, I was introduced to someone on Manitoulin Island—the world’s largest freshwater island. After finishing my hike on the Bruce Trail, I travelled there to explore the island and visit her.

			To reach the island, you must board a massive ferry called the Chi-Cheemaun. In the Ojibwe language, the name means “Big Canoe.” Of course, it isn’t actually a canoe, but as it cut through the water, it served as a bridge for me to the West—the new road ahead.

			I stayed overnight at my friend’s beautiful cottage right next to Whitefish Lake. I had a quick swim, and it was there, from my new friend Mary, that I learned another Ojibwe phrase that would help me to think about goodbyes again:

			“Baa-maa-pii.”

			It means “later,” “after a while,” or “eventually.” It is used instead of “goodbye” because, in their culture, there is no final parting—only the belief in an ongoing connection. Later, after a while, or eventually.

			All the people I mentioned here, including Rob, Dan, Laura, Arti, John, and Mary:

			“Baa-maa-pii.”

			Throughout my long journey across Canada, from the cold rivers of the East to the rugged coast of Vancouver Island, I encountered so
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