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Chapter One 

It was raining when I arrived at Camp Mosher on the Eastern Shore of Nova Scotia. Buckets of rain falling from a gray dead sky. I regretted my decision to come here. It was my choice. I could have been warm and dry up in the Valley in the so-called Nova Scotia Youth Facility in Walkerton. But I’d been there before and hated the dorks who were in charge.

So when they gave me the chance to go somewhere else, I jumped at it. Camp Mosher, just somewhere short of the end of the earth.

I got off the stupid bus, and as the other kids ran for the building, I just stood there in the rain and got soaked. I looked around. Nothing but trees, rocks and water. Lots of water. They had told me this would be different. That it would be tough. I’d have to learn about survival, about wilderness. About myself.

Don’t get me wrong, I knew that was a pile of crap. And I’d never really had any interest in boats or camping or idiotic stuff like that. I just thought the deal was either three weeks here or ten weeks back in Walkerton. So here I was. I felt the rain soak all the way through my jacket and pants. I was cold and I was drenched, and I could see I’d made a big fat mistake.

That’s when some big asshole came up behind me, smacked me on the back and started pushing me toward the building. “They say turkeys are so stupid, they don’t know when to get in out of the rain,” he said as I tried to elbow him without turning around.

I thought about running just then. I didn’t deserve to put up with this.

But I had nowhere to run to. Hell, I didn’t really even know exactly where I was, except that I was on the coast of Nova Scotia, far from Halifax. Far from anywhere.

I turned around to look at the goon who was on my case. He was the size of a football player, and he had on some kind of rain poncho with the hood drooped down over his face. I guess my hands had automatically cramped up into fists, because the goon flipped his hood down and looked me in the eye. “Cameron, right?” 

“Yeah,” I said. He was big. Way out of my league.

“You like it out here?” he asked, an edge in his voice.

“Whaddaya mean?” 

“You like the rain?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “Maybe I do.” 

I thought he was gonna shove me or drag me inside or something. But he didn’t. “Okay for you, buddy,” he said, flipping his poncho hood back up. “But this isn’t the shopping mall. You’re gonna have to stay dry if you want to survive.” 

And then he walked away.

I began to shiver. And that’s when I looked to the inlet, saw the kayaks and canoes. There were even a few paddles. I thought all I’d have to do was run to the water, grab a boat and get the hell out of here.

Instead, I walked toward the main building, feeling like a loser, like I had nothing left of me.

Inside the building, I found myself in some kind of dining hall with shiny wood walls like you’d see in those old movies about kids going to summer camp. The windows were all steamed up. Some kids were walking around. Some were sitting. I recognized some of them as the losers who had come here on the bus with me from Halifax. But then I realized that there weren’t just guys. There were girls here too. They must have arrived ahead of us on another bus. They were all sitting at tables on the other side of the room.

I just stood there dripping water on the floor. I didn’t know which I hated more—standing out in the rain, or standing here inside the door with all those eyes looking at me like I was the biggest loser in the place. Again, I was ready to just turn and run. That was my style. I was a runner. When I found myself freaking out in school, or when the shit hit the fan, or when I’d do some idiot thing that was about to get me in big trouble, I’d spin on my heels and run. That’s the way I’d saved my ass a dozen times, caught inside people’s houses when I was ripping them off.

I always got away.

Well, not always.

But here, now, with everyone staring at me, where the hell was I going to run to? 

That’s when I saw her. She was staring at me. But not like the others. They all had some kind of smirk or goofy smile. She looked like she felt sorry for me. Her eyes were fixed on me, and when I made eye contact, I couldn’t look away. Her long dark hair was wet, and it was clinging to the sides of her face, framing it. And the way she was looking at me made me feel like she knew who I was. Really knew me. Who was this girl? 

That’s when the big guy walked over to me. “If you want some dry clothes, follow me.” 

I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t stand there all day. I wanted to talk to that girl, but that wasn’t going to work in front of all the others. So I followed the dude.

“I’m Chris,” he said as he led me out of the dining hall and down a hallway. “You’ll be seeing a lot of me. I’m not exactly going to be your best friend. But I’m not a total pain in the ass either.” 

He pointed to a storage room, and I saw the clothes hanging up on racks. I walked in. Chris didn’t follow. “Just come back and join us when you’ve found some stuff that fits.” 

I found a hoodie and some pants and somebody’s old running shoes that fit. I cursed myself again for ending up here. For getting caught. For getting that lousy judge who decided to make things hard on me instead of just giving me the usual slap on the wrist. Everything sucked big-time. I wanted to scream.

So I did.

A few seconds later, Chris poked his head back in the room, although he didn’t seem particularly concerned. “Guess this isn’t the happiest day of your life?” 

“I’ve had worse,” I said.

“I’ve been where you are. I know it feels like shit.” 

“And this is supposed to cheer me up?” 

“Not at all. Just wanted you to know. Come have something to eat. Food used to be crap here. But it’s improved.” 

So I followed him back to the hall, but when I got there, the girls were all gone. She wasn’t there. Chris led me to the food counter and handed me a tray. When I got my food and sat down at the closest table, two guys at the table started laughing. I wanted to scream for a second time.

But I didn’t. I pretended they weren’t there. I decided to think about something, anything that would keep me from losing it. So I pictured her face. Her eyes. I wondered how I was going to get to meet this girl.



Chapter Two 

I kept to myself that first day and tried to keep my head down. The rain pounded on the metal roof through the night, and then it suddenly stopped at around 3:00 AM. I was lying there on my bunk thinking that I didn’t deserve this. I’d screwed up and got caught. I’d spent time at Walkerton before, where I’d learned more tricks of the trade from other kids there. Then I’d gone back home and used what I’d learned. Breaking and entering. It’s a skill like any other one. Even with security systems, it was usually a piece of cake. What I hadn’t factored in was unmarked, silent video surveillance.

In the morning the sun was out. By 8:30, twelve of us were standing on the shoreline of the inlet wearing life jackets or pfds—personal flotation devices. In front of each of us was a sea kayak. Chris handed me a two-bladed paddle and pointed to the red kayak in front of me. I looked at it and then out at the water. I have to admit, I liked what I saw—blue, sparkling and beautiful.

Chris gave this big boring lecture about safety, and I didn’t pay much attention. I kept thinking about the girl. And then we were finally on the water. I was snug inside the kayak with the spray skirt, the piece of rubber meant to keep water out, tight around my waist. It was like the kayak was part of me. At first it felt pretty wobbly, but as I got moving, things smoothed out and I was thinking, Hey, this is easy. I’m loving this.

We were all together in a group, headed toward a rocky island ahead. I felt like I needed some more space, so I took a deep stroke with my paddle and split off to the left. The sun in my face and the smell of salt water all around made me a little dizzy, and I was thinking I hadn’t felt this good in a long, long time. But then I heard someone yelling. Chris.

“Cameron. Get back with us. Don’t screw around.” 

Well, I guess I knew that was coming. Only thing is, I had this little voice in my head that said, Don’t do it. Just keep going.

So I did.

“Cameron. Back here now!” I heard Chris scream.

I could have been a good boy and done what I was told. But that wasn’t my style. I just kept paddling, straight into the morning sun. Straight off into oblivion on my own. It wasn’t like I was trying to split. I just wanted to go where I wanted to go.

I was always listening to that voice in my head. It said things like, You can do it. You’ll get away with it. You’ll never be caught.

By then, I knew that Chris had struck out of the pack and was headed after me. That was inevitable. He wasn’t going to let me just paddle off into the wilderness. Then I made the mistake of turning around to see how close he was.

I guess I leaned too far to the left and then lost my balance. Wham. I went over. I can’t begin to describe the shock to my system. The water was icy cold. I was completely upside down with my kayak above me. I flailed the paddle underwater, but that didn’t seem to do any good, so I let go of it.

I wanted to scratch my way up to the surface so badly. But the worst part was I couldn’t get out of the kayak. I was still sealed into place by the spray skirt. And I was upside down. I hadn’t paid attention to the part of the lecture about how to rip the skirt off the kayak, how to push downward, out of a kayak when you are upside down.

I thrashed about and felt my lungs begin to burn. My brain was screaming at me to get to the surface, but no matter how hard I twisted and turned, I couldn’t get free to swim up. I was totally panicked.

And then suddenly I saw the shadow of something above me on the water’s surface. I saw an arm push down into the water, and then a hand grabbed my wrist and yanked hard.

I twisted free of the kayak and felt myself being pulled upward. I surfaced a second later, gasping for air and snorting seawater out my nose. When I could catch my breath, I saw Chris scowling at me, but he didn’t say a word.

I draped myself across the front of his kayak to get some breath and my bearings. I wondered what would happen next.

“You got the balls to get back into your own kayak, or you want me to just haul your sorry ass back to shore?” he asked.

I was cold and still pretty freaked by what had just happened. “I don’t know, man,” I said.

He looked at me for second. “If you can follow directions, we can do this.” 

I looked around me and realized how far from shore we were. Once again, I had been the screwup. I decided I would let Chris call the shots. I nodded at him.

“Okay, you’ve got your life jacket on, so you’re not gonna drown. So slip off my boat and get back in the water.” 

I looked at him like he was crazy.

“Just do it.” 

I eased back into the icy-cold seawater.

“Now lift the nose of your kayak onto mine.” 

My kayak was still upside down and seemed to weigh a ton. I struggled with it as Chris braced his kayak with his paddle to stay steady. Eventually, I got the front tip of my kayak on top of his and he reached forward with one arm to slide it up and over. I realized then just how strong this guy was.

When most of the water had emptied, Chris flipped it upright and back down in the water like it was nothing at all. I was still dog-paddling and cold as hell. He braced my boat and then said, “Get in. Nice and easy.” 

I floundered and slipped and struggled but eventually got back in. He handed me my paddle. There was still water in the bottom of my boat, but at least I was back in it.

“You want me to take you back to camp, or you want to catch up with the others and go to that island out there?” He pointed to the rocky island we had originally been heading for. “I got a pack of dry clothes here you can change into. It’s not the first time, you know.” 

I nodded to the island and took a stroke with my paddle. My heart was still racing pretty fast.

“Great,” he said. “Just don’t be an asshole again.” 
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