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She felt someone hook a foot around her ankle followed by a pair of hands pushing against her back. Before she could catch herself, she hit the floor, the air whooshing from her lungs. Her new pink lunchbox escaped her grip and clattered against the cold, hard tiles. A cry escaped her before she clamped her lips tightly shut and blinked rapidly to prevent the threatening tears. 

Her lunch was scattered across the floor and she crawled under her desk to reach her apple. 

The rest of the class laughed, chanting, “I see London, I see France. I see Samantha’s underpants!” Of course, the commotion drew the attention of the teacher.

“Samantha, please take your seat. You’re disrupting the class,” Miss Mills, her teacher, spoke from the front of the room, not even asking if she was okay or what had happened. It was as if she didn’t even care; which in all likelihood she didn’t.

Whenever she looked at Samantha, she had a permanent scowl and look of disapproval on her face. Word in the schoolyard was that she had been teaching forever and even slept in the coat closet.

The only time she even came close to smiling was when she was speaking to Rachel, Ruth, Rhonda, and Robin. She even had a nickname for them. Her ‘four R’s’. Rhonda and Robin were identical twins and Samantha used to like to think the teacher just called them R because she couldn’t tell them apart. At least she knows my name...

Sliding into her desk, Samantha kept her head down, not even trying to defend herself. She was quick to learn that defending herself only resulted in her being sent to the corner or made to stand out in the hall. The four R’s would always stick up for each other. They got away with everything.

She’d hoped when Rhonda and Robin’s family had moved away at the end of grade three, things would improve, but Rachel and Ruth were relentless.

Taking a deep breath and giving her head a shake, Sam returned to the present. Reliving the past wasn’t pleasant and she tried not to do it, but sometimes her locked-away memories refused to stay hidden. Ten years of bullying wasn’t easy to forget.

“Get lost, freak!”

“Nobody likes you. Why don’t you just go away?”

“Hey, Flatso!”

The older she got, the harsher the actions and words became.

“You’re such a loser you have to get your little brother to fight for you.” 

Her shoulders hunched at the memory of the words. Her younger brother Adam tried to stick up for her and had gotten into trouble defending her. He’d pushed one of the girls down in a puddle when he heard her calling Samantha names. The playground supervisor had sent Adam to the office. Sam’s mother had been so upset with her when they got home from school, Samantha had begged Adam not to try to help her any more. It just proved to make things worse.

If Miss Mills had come to her defense that first day, would her life have been different? Could that one act of kindness have prevented years of bullying? If it had, would she still have become quiet and withdrawn?

She wiped a stray tear off her cheek. Whoever said, ‘words could never hurt you’ was wrong. They hurt worse than any kick or shove she’d ever experienced. Bruises would fade but their words always returned to haunt her.

Another deep breath helped her push the unwanted recollections into the past where they belonged. Focusing on the clean, fresh air, she gazed at the lake as the sun glinted off the waves.

Her heart hammered but now it wasn’t with fear. It was in eager anticipation for the freedom of the summer ahead. A summer spent at the Fly-Inn fishing camp. A place where she transformed into a confident teenager who loved her life and laughed often. And she owed it all to Ed and Amber.

Ed and Amber Williams, long-time friends of Sam’s parents, owned and managed the fishing camp. Ed had gone to school with her dad and Sam loved him like a second father. Two summers ago, he’d taken her aside on one of his visits and told her he’d noticed her becoming more and more withdrawn. Suggesting she may need a change of scenery he’d offered to have her stay with them at the Fly-Inn.

Sighing with contentment, she scooped up a handful of small rocks and skipped them across the lake. At first, she was unsure about the plan. Her mother had objected to the idea, but Ed had convinced her father to let her go. Once she arrived, it was as if the blanket of misery she’d been living under was gone. As it turned out, she’d had so much fun, and had been so helpful with the fishing crews, it had become a summer event anticipated not only by her but by Ed who appreciated the extra set of hands. 

Now at the age of sixteen, she was looking forward to her third year up North. She’d been taking flying lessons and would have sufficient airtime for her pilot’s license before her high school graduation next year. Laughing out loud, she remembered her first year at the camp. There had been a vast improvement in her outdoorsman skills since that initial trip. In fact, during one of their fishing trips, Ed had mentioned she should start a guide business.

The thought was like a small seed tucked away in her mind. With each fishing crew she took out, each fish she filleted, it grew. Now, that tiny kernel had grown into a healthy plant, each branch another step towards her goal for her future. Once she graduated, she hoped to be able to work at the fish camp year-round.

Tossing the last of her rocks into the lake, she pushed off from the boulder she’d been sitting on. Enough reminiscing. Her parents, Steve and Eden, and her brother, Adam, were arriving soon for their first visit to the camp, and she had to get their cabin ready.

It was a six-hour drive from the farm to The Narrows. They would leave their truck and camper parked at Gladys’ and Gladys would radio the camp once her family had arrived.

She smiled at the thought of Gladys. Sam had met her the first summer she’d spent with Ed and Amber and found she reminded her of her grandma, always greeting Sam with a smile and a hug. The older woman owned and operated the small convenience store and lived in an apartment above it. She also provided a post office, a public dock, and a small paid-parking area for vacationers. 

After making her way through the trees and across the airstrip, Sam busied herself preparing the cabin for her family, happy memories of her brother flooded her mind. They were very close, seldom fighting. Thinking of some of the mischief they’d gotten into together on the farm had her shaking her head as she wondered how they hadn’t been hurt.

Her father enjoyed fishing. She’d love to see him catch one of the huge northern pike some of the anglers had come home with. Sweeping the floor under the bunks, she grinned, picking up a two-dollar coin out of the dust and putting it in her pocket.

She frowned as she tried to move the curtain between the bunks but it wouldn’t budge. Climbing onto the top bunk she found two of the hooks had been tied together. Breaking the thin string, the curtain moved freely again. Looking around with a critical eye, she hoped her mom would be comfortable here. 

Even though her mother wasn’t into fishing, Sam planned to take her out in the boat, making mental notes of the places she could take her parents to sight see, yet were still great spots to catch fish. It was important for her mom to understand why she loved it up here so much. She knew her mother wanted her to get a job in town and stay close. She loved her mom and knew her mom loved her too, but there was tension between them. Her mom had never seemed to comprehend the severity of the bullying. She gave her head another good shake. ‘Don’t go there. You’re in your happy place.’

Closing the door of the cabin, she hurried down to the dock. She’d just finished cleaning and refuelling the boat used the previous day when Ed called from the kitchen down the hill to her.

“Eh, Sammie, Gladys just radioed. Someone needs to pick up your family. Do you wanna go get ‘em, or should I? The water’s pretty rough out in the open today.” Concern tinged his raspy voice.

That had been the main reason the American crew staying at the camp had decided to trek to the other end of the island to try their luck fishing instead of going out in a boat. Before Sam could respond, she heard the radio crackle to life once again.

“This is CJY NL6 calling KNY 626, come in, please.” 

Ed answered the call in a cheerful voice. “This is KNY 626, go ahead.”

“Hi, Ed, this is Harrison Grant. We’re looking for clearance to land.”

“Hi, Harrison, the coast is clear, come on down.”

Ed turned to Sam, who by this time had climbed the hill to the kitchen. “I guess that settles it. You’ll have to go get your parents. Is number four cabin ready for the Grants?”

“Yes. And I have number six ready for Mom, Dad, and Adam.”

“Okay, you’re fuelled up?”

“Yup, and I have three extra lifejackets.” Sam smiled and nodded listening to the same instructions he had given her numerous times before.

“I guess that’s it then. You’re on your way. Remember to keep pointing into the waves. Don’t let them hit you sideways. And make sure your dad wears his life jacket and don’t let him just sit on it.” Ed was laughing, but he knew her father too well. That would be just what he’d want to do. Use it as a cushion instead of wearing it.

Sam was just clearing the tip of the island in the boat when the Grants’ Cessna circled for a landing. 

Harrison and Scott Grant were from Tisdale, a small town not far from Sam’s hometown of Melfort. Ed had mentioned Scott was about her age. Sam hadn’t bothered to tell him she already knew that. Scott was a goalie for a hockey team that played in a small town not far from the Elder farm. Her dad had taken her to a few games.

She’d never admit it to anyone, but she had a small crush on the good-looking teen. Her grip tightened on the throttle. It was pointless, the only attention she had ever received from boys were the ridicules that haunted her.

She tried not to let it bother her that she’d yet to develop the feminine curves most of the girls in her classes were so proud of. At sixteen, she was a tomboy determined to prove anything a boy could do she could do better. Her birthday was in November, so when she graduated next year she’d still be seventeen, one of the youngest in the graduating class.

Swinging the bow of the boat into the waves, she headed across the lake to the small dot on the horizon she knew to be Gladys’ dock. Soon she was able to distinguish the three figures waiting for her as she approached. Her father and mother stood together watching out over the lake. Adam was busy trying to pick off seagulls with stones. Sam pulled up to the dock looking at her mother and the small pile of boxes she had stacked waiting to load. 

“Hi, guys! So happy you made it.” She gave both her parents a hug then glanced down at the boxes and back up to her mother. “Are you sure you haven’t forgotten anything?”

“Knowing me, the chances are I have.” Her mother looked weary. “My, that’s a long drive.”

“Well, let’s get you to the camp so you can relax and start enjoying your holiday.” Bending to pick up one of the boxes, she called out to her brother. “Hey, Adam. Leave those poor birds alone and come help me with these boxes.”

He frowned at his sister then shrugged his shoulders. Dropping the rocks, he wiped his hands on his jeans as he walked towards the dock. Soon they had the boxes loaded. Everyone’s life jacket, after much argument, was on and fastened.

“Dad, I need you to sit up front, it will help stabilize us. Mom, Adam, you sit in the middle. The lake is a little rough today so hang on tight.”

This would be their first time at the camp. Sam wanted them to love it as much as she did. She’d shown them plenty of photos, but pictures alone couldn’t do justice to the beauty of the place.

The lakes were vast with inlets and small islands scattered throughout. Evergreen trees were huge and seemed to grow out of the rocks while the air was clean and fresh. She loved watching the pelican’s graceful glide through the air before diving for their dinner or hearing the haunting call of the loons as the sun set for the evening. The water was so deep and cold, the fish could be much larger, and more of a challenge to catch than the fish in the small lakes around home. 

Ed was waiting on the dock to greet the boat as it arrived.

Adam was laughing so hard at his father he was crying. “You look like a drowned rat,” he teased, but it was the truth.

The water had been even rougher returning. Sam’s father did not have a dry spot left on him.

“I see you made it, Steve,” Ed chuckled as he helped Steve out of the boat.

“By a hair’s breadth. For a while I thought my daughter was out to drown me.” Steve stood on the dock removing the soaked life jacket.

Sam helped her mother out of the boat and moved to stand by Ed.

“Nonsense.” Ed smiled wrapping an arm around Sam’s shoulders. “I’d trust Sammie with my life in a boat. If I didn’t, I’d never have let her pick you up.”

Sam beamed with pride at the compliment he’d given her. Knowing he meant it from the bottom of his heart.

Amber came down the hill towards the dock. “Eden, how are you? Come on up. The kids can bring your stuff. I have some tea made to take the chill off from crossing the lake. Are you hungry?”

As Amber headed off with Eden up the hill to the kitchen, Ed turned to Steve. “Why don’t you grab your bag and let Sammie show you to your cabin where you can dry off and change?” He patted Samantha’s father on the back. “Adam and I will get these boxes out of the boat and the kids can haul them over once Sammie comes back.”

“Thanks, Ed,” Steve shivered pulling at his wet clothes. “I could use a dry outfit.”

Samantha led her father up the hill.

Steve looked to the right once he crested the hill. “There’s a store here?”

“Yes, we sell snacks, tackle, and fishing licences.” Sam pointed to the next building. “That’s the main kitchen, where everyone gathers, the radio is in there too. Next to that is Ed and Amber’s cabin.”

He stopped and took the time to scan the area. “What are those buildings to the left?”

Sam grinned at his curiosity. “Well, the smaller screened-in building is the fish house where we clean the fish. And the building behind it is the ice house.” She started leading him across a wide expanse of grass. Spreading her arms out, she spun around in a circle. “This is the runway. It is fifteen hundred feet long from end to end.” She tugged his arm eager to show him his cabin.

Just before they entered the path into the trees, she pointed to the left. “Those are the out houses.”

“I take it there are no bathrooms in the cabins.” He grimaced when Sam shook her head. “Eden is going to love that.”

Samantha laughed turning him back around to look across the airstrip. “See those two buildings over there behind Ed and Amber’s cabin? Those are showers and, if she doesn’t mind running across the runway, there are a couple of flush toilets in there too.”

As they entered the trees, there was a cabin straight ahead. “That’s cabin number five. It’s my cabin.” She headed towards the right. “You guys are in number six.” She led him about fifteen feet further down the path then walked up to the door of the next cabin. She opened the door and motioned for him to go inside.

Steve stepped through the door ahead of her. Samantha flipped on the light. “The electricity is powered by a huge generator behind the main kitchen.”

“Wow! I wasn’t expecting there to be a kitchenette. Does every cabin have one?”

“Yeah, it’s not much, just a hotplate and an icebox. There isn’t running water but each cabin has a five-gallon water jug and a small sink.”

“Let me guess, there is a pail under the sink?” He pulled open the cupboard door to find the container.

“How did you know?” She was shocked her father knew that.

“Let’s just say I’m quite used to emptying the bucket and leave it at that!” He gave her a wink. 

“Okay then...” She gave him a sideways look and grinned. 

A small table with four chairs stood in the middle of the room, and against the far wall stood a small dresser and two sets of bunkbeds placed end for end with two thick curtains hanging from the ceiling to separate them.

Steve reached out and grabbed one of the curtains pulling it along the track until it enclosed the one set of bunks in a small room. He tossed his bag on one of the bottom beds.

“Well, I’ll leave you to change. You should find Ed in the kitchen when you’re done. I’m going to go help Adam load the rest of your things in the trailer.” She lunged for her father and gave him a big hug. “I’m so glad you’re here. I can’t wait to take you fishing.”

Sam and Adam loaded all the boxes into a small trailer attached to the ATV they used for some of the chores. “Would you walk behind just until we get up the hill? Then I’ll give you a ride.”

Adam nodded following Sam up the hill, picking up a few things that fell off on the way up the steep incline. Once atop the hill he climbed aboard.

They headed across the airstrip to the row of cabins hidden away in the bush. “I’m in number five. You, Mom, and Dad, are in number six.” She saw the disappointment in her brother’s face. 

“Sammie, I don’t want to be stuck with Mom and Dad.” He rolled his eyes at her. “Geesh, I’m the same age you were when you were staying up here by yourself.”

Studying her brother, she realized he was right and to be frank, she wouldn’t have wanted to stay with her mom and dad either.

“You can stay with me if you’d like.” Sam smiled as his striking green eyes lit up at her suggestion. Reaching up she ruffled his hair. It was as blonde as hers was black. “You need a haircut. Your hair is longer than mine.”

He frowned at her. “Did mom put you up to that?”

Ooh, she must have touched a sore spot.

“I’ll have you know I love my golden locks and don’t intend to cut them any time soon.” Giving his head a shake and running his hands through his hair he struck up a fake pose then frowned. “Why’d you cut your hair so short?”

“It was too hot and I was kind of getting sick of ponytails.” She didn’t mention that after she’d done it, she’d asked herself the same question, it made her look even more like a boy.

“I liked it longer.”

She glared at him.

He held up his hands in defense. “Just sayin’.”

She gave his shoulder a gentle shove. “Come on, let’s unload this stuff, and then go for a swim.”

“I have no idea why mom had to bring so much. I think she packed the whole damn kitchen.”

She burst out laughing. And this was why she loved her brother.

Sam didn’t bother with a swimsuit. She wore her shorts and T-shirt. They were wet already anyway. They horsed around in the lake together for about an hour taking turns dunking each other until they were exhausted.

“I’ll race you back to the cabin.” Adam was gone in a flash up the hill. 

Sam was hot on his heels but stumbled near the top of the hill. She was about to face-plant when someone stopped her fall by grabbing her arm.

“Thanks.” Her grin froze then vanished as she gazed into the eyes of Scott Grant. Holy smokes. He was even better looking than she’d remembered, but the way he was looking at her made her shiver. He had his jaw clenched so tight she could hear his teeth grinding and his eyes, such a remarkable blue but ... Was that hatred?

“I take it you’re the Sam everyone is raving about.” His sarcasm was a slap in the face. “Do you play with all the guests?” 

The small hairs on the back of her neck stood on end and she gaped at him in astonishment, not sure what to say. Her mind wasn’t firing on all cylinders. All she could do was stare at him in shock.

Her lack of response must have irritated him more. He cocked his head, his voice mocking. “When is it my turn to play?”

Her bright blue eyes narrowed at his innuendo. “When is it your turn to play what?” Her head flung back and her jaw tightened in anger as she stared up at him. He was at least five inches taller than her own five-foot-six-inch frame.

“When is it my turn for you to play with me?” His voice softened to a caress when he continued to speak. “I’m sure we could have more fun than paddling in the water.”

His thick hair was as dark as hers; his cobalt blue eyes glinted with wickedness as he ogled her. Her breath caught in her throat. He was rude, mean, a little bit scary, and the most drool-worthy guy she’d ever seen.

She watched as his gaze lowered taking in her small breasts hidden behind the clinging wet cloth of her T-shirt. She shivered as he leered at her, causing goosebumps to break out on her skin. To her dismay, her nipples hardened beneath the wet top becoming visible under his scrutiny.

He gave her an evil grin.

Realizing he was still holding her arm, Sam snatched it from his grasp. “You should lay down when you dream.”

“Will I be in your dreams?”

What chance did she have of winning a war of words with him when it was obvious she was so overmatched? She was trying to come up with a suitable response when Adam called from across the airstrip.

“Sammie, are you coming?”

“Excuse me,” she brushed past Scott, happy when she succeeded in pushing him back a step. “My brother’s waiting for me.” Sam left him standing there as she ran to catch up with her brother.

Sam changed into jeans and her favorite Bryan Adams T-shirt then headed to the kitchen to help Amber prepare supper. 

It was routine for everyone to gather in the main kitchen to eat when new guests arrived so they could get to know one another.

“Hey, Amber, what can I do to help?”

“You can check the fish.” Amber saw the small grimace on Sam’s face. “Don’t worry, Samantha, I’ve a burger cooking just for you.”

“Thanks, you’re a sweetie.” She gave Amber a brief hug.

“It’s beyond me why someone who loves fishing and cleaning fish the way you do should despise eating them.”

Sam knew she was teasing. “If you were out butchering chickens all day, would you want to eat one for supper?”

Amber shook her head in denial.

“I rest my case.” Winking, she turned to check the fish and set the table while Amber prepared the veggies.

“Okay, kiddo, you can call everyone in for supper.”

Sam went to carry out the task, trying not to think about the episode on the hill earlier that afternoon. She wasn’t looking forward to seeing Scott again.

Ed had taken Sam’s father to show him around the camp, she found them at the generator. Her mother had laid down for a rest before supper and was still in their cabin. The Grants were down fishing off the dock. Too chicken to go down and face Scott she called to them from the top of the hill. Adam was in the bush trying to track the neighbourhood bear. Sam didn’t have the heart to tell him no one had ever seen a bear. And her American friends, Jim and Joe, had not yet returned

Sam thought about the crews that flew up to the camp from all over Canada and the States. Some piloted in themselves while others chartered a flight in for one of two reasons: either their planes were too large, or they were too uncomfortable landing on a short airstrip. All the anglers she’d met were so nice, except a certain group that had flown in today. But her favourites were the American groups that visited.

She’d made friends with a few of the fishermen that returned each year. It was nothing to have them pay her three or four dollars a fish for filleting. Ed had taught her the technique and with plenty of practice, she’d become swift and thorough. Now, she could fillet three fish to Ed’s one. 

Sam was coming back from finding Adam in the bush when Jim and Joe appeared. They had six good-size pickerel along with two jack fish. 

“Hey, Sammie, I’ll give ya five bucks a fish if you’ll do ‘em so we can have ‘em for supper,” Joe winked as he bribed her.

“You’re not going to eat with us?” Sam couldn’t hide her disappointment; she could have used their interference.

“Not tonight, Sammie. Would you fix our fish?”

“Sure, I’ll just let Amber know to keep my supper warm. I’ll meet you in the fish house.” 

When Sam entered the kitchen to let them know she’d be late, the others were already sitting at the table.

Ed gave her a knowing look. “How much did they bribe you for tonight?”

“Five bucks!”

Scott sneered at her. “You’d miss your supper for five bucks?”

“Hell no,” Ed laughed slapping the table. “She gets five bucks a fish.” He turned his attention back to Sam. “How many have they got, Sammie?”

“Eight all together, six pickerel, two jack.” Sam gave Amber an apologetic look. “Would you mind keeping my burger warm?” After seeing Amber nod Sam left, jogging over to the fish house.

In no time at all, Sam had forty American dollars tucked in her pocket, and Jim and Joe had their fillets and were on their way to their cabin. She washed up before returning to the kitchen. Sam’s stomach growled as she crossed over to the stove to retrieve her supper. Her heart sank with dismay. The hamburger Amber had made for her was gone. Turning around she was just in time to see Scott put the last of it in his mouth. Her gaze moved from his lips to his eyes.

He smirked at her before picking up his glass and taking a drink.

Amber offered Sam a regretful look. 

“I’ll just grab a bag of chips from the store, okay? I still need to clean the fish house anyway.” She blinked holding back tears of frustration and managed to force a smile to her lips as she left the kitchen, calling behind her as she went, “Ed, I’m going to take out boat number ten to dump the barrels. I’ll be back in time to help Amber with dishes.”

“Sure, Sammie. Just make sure you have enough fuel. Holler if you need help with the barrels.”

Ed knew her normal schedule was to take the barrels out first thing in the morning. She was thankful he didn’t call her on it. He must realize she needed something to work her frustrations out on.

Out of the corner of her eye, Sam had seen her father glare at Scott. Her dad knew how she felt about eating fish. He was also smart enough to realize Scott had eaten the hamburger knowing it was Sam’s supper. She could tell from her father’s look he had taken a dislike to Scott.

Sam’s cleaning and sanitizing of the work area was quick and efficient. Still grumbling about her burger, she dragged the two barrels down the hill to the boat. The wind had gone down, but the air could be cool out on the lake, so she retrieved her jacket from her cabin then hurried back to the boat.

She puttered around before stopping to dump the fish remains over the side of the boat. The loons waited with eager anticipation, diving in a blink of the eye to devour the food. After rinsing the barrels out over the edge of the boat, she laid them in the bottom on their sides.

Wanting some time to herself, she checked the gas tank to make sure she still had plenty of fuel then spun the boat around skipping along the top of the water making a sharp turn to go around the other side of the small island she often visited.

It was getting dark, but she knew the route to the island by heart. Ed would know where she was. He’d tell her parents not to worry.

Coasting up to the island, she jumped out of the boat, securing it to the fallen tree she used as a dock. Gathering some dead wood from around the trees, she lit a small fire in a fire ring she’d made on one of her previous visits. Sitting cross-legged by its light and warmth, she opened the bag of chips she’d taken from the store eating them as slow as possible, trying to appease her hunger.

Staring into the flames, she spoke her thoughts aloud. “Why was he so angry with me? I’ve never met him before. Why does he have to be such a hunk and have such nice eyes?” She put another small log on the fire. “This is my happy place. I won’t let him get to me. I’ll just ignore him. Pretend he doesn’t exist. He’ll be gone before I know it and I’ll never have to see his good-looking face again. Just go about my business.” Picking up a stick, she poked at the fire.

What was wrong with her? She’d never liked any boys. Why did she have to crush on one that hated her guts and for no apparent reason? He would be gone. Things would be back to normal. She’d be happy again. Just ignore him. Try to stay away from him.

She was giving herself good advice. Could she follow it? What was it about her that bothered everyone? Why did others always seem to go out of their way to make her miserable? Was her mother right? Was she just being too sensitive? Shaking her head, she didn’t think so.

Finishing the last of the chips, she crumpled the bag and shoved it in her pocket. Amber was expecting her back to help with the dishes.

Using the bail bucket from the boat, she poured water on the fire to make sure it was out. Climbing back into the boat, the motor started on the first pull. She sped across the lake, back to the dock making a perfect landing. 

Hopping out, Sam tied off the boat and then grabbed the two barrels. Hearing laughter coming from the kitchen, she grimaced. It was obvious everyone was still there. She hadn’t had to rush back after all. Struggling, she lugged the barrels up the shallow steps near the trees leading up the hill to the fish house.

When she was just about to open the fish house door, Scott lunged out of the bushes startling her so bad, she lost her grip on one of the barrels and it bounced back down the hill. Grumbling to herself, she put the barrel she still had hold of in the fish house. Remember, ignore him, he is just trying to make your life miserable. He’ll be gone soon. Without even acknowledging him, she stomped down the hill to retrieve the barrel she’d dropped.

“I’m sorry.” He’d followed her down the hill.

There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that his apology was a joke. Pretend he doesn’t exist. Go about your business. Don’t look at him. Ignoring him once more, she picked up the barrel and turned to head back up to the fish house.

Scott reached out grabbing her by the arm, stopping her. 

“I said I was sorry.” His voice was a soft caress near her ear that made her tingle and shiver at the same time.

They were at the bottom of the hill out of sight of the kitchen.

“I heard you the first time,” she gritted through clenched teeth, trying to maintain her focus.

“Are you going to forgive me?”

“For what?” Sam asked in exasperation, just wanting to go about her business.

“For being rude, for eating your supper, and for scaring the hell out of you.”

Sam shrugged her shoulders, too used to people treating her that way.

“Whatever.” She knew damn well he had done all those things on purpose. She took a step, but once again Scott stopped her, turning her around to face him and tilting her face up with a gentle finger under her chin. “I forgot something.”

As far as she was concerned, he had just about covered it. She couldn’t stop herself from looking into his eyes.

“I’m sorry for kissing you.”

“You—”

Mesmerized, she watched as he slowly lowered his head. His lips covered hers, silencing her.

Sam had never experienced a kiss before. She couldn’t deny she’d thought about it, still she had no idea what to expect. Having her knees go weak took her by surprise. Letting go of the barrel, she clutched his arms. Telling herself it was so she could push him away, not so she could hold herself up.

His lips moved over hers with a tenderness that coaxed hers apart.

For some reason, she’d always believed kissing would be revolting. Never had she dreamed it could make her feel so warm and fuzzy inside. Her heart started to race. With no idea how to react or respond, she just stood still, enjoying the sensations his kiss was giving her. 

Scott couldn’t believe how his joke was turning on him. He was only kissing her to torment her. The kiss wasn’t supposed to affect him. The slight taste of salt and vinegar from the chips she must have eaten disappeared, replaced with a taste as sweet as honey. His hands slid down her side to the small of her back, pulling her closer. She stiffened in his arms when he tried to deepen the kiss. Remembering he was just trying to humiliate her, he let Samantha push him away. 

Releasing his arms, she reached over to clutch the barrel. “Hmm, on a scale of one to ten, I’d give that about a six.” Her response was flippant, as if his kiss was nothing. “Apology accepted, but for the record, I wouldn’t try that again if I were you.” Dragging the barrel beside her, he watched as she trudged up the hill. He couldn’t help noticing even though she was lugging a barrel she still had a cute wiggle.

Looking up at the sky, he released a long breath. The taste of Samantha’s lips had been amazing. He’d kissed a lot of girls, but what had made kissing her so special? As he headed up the hill and towards the cabin he shared with his dad he began to think maybe he had bitten off more than he could chew.

It still irritated him how everyone thought the sun rose and set on her. He gave himself a mental lecture. Stop thinking about her. She’s not worth the effort. Adjusting his jeans as he walked, he chuckled. There was one part of his anatomy that hadn’t received that memo.

Still shaky from the kiss, Sam put the barrel away. She’d tried not to look at his eyes but she was glad she had. As she’d been watching, they’d changed. They didn’t seem angry, they’d been... She frowned. Was it surprised? Don’t be ridiculous. You know he only kissed you to make a fool out of you. Shutting the light off in the fish house she peaked around outside before she left, making sure no one was there to jump out of the bushes at her.

When she made her way to the kitchen to do the dishes she noticed another hamburger was waiting for her on the stove.

“We’ve done the dishes. You can sit down and enjoy some supper.” Amber motioned to Samantha’s chair

“Thank you, Amber.” Her stomach picked that moment to release a loud rumble. Grinning, she sat down and inhaled the food Amber had prepared for her.

Ed patted her on the shoulder. “Now you best get some sleep; the Grants would like to go out by six tomorrow morning. Harrison wants you for a guide. He’s been talking to Jim and Joe. They’ve been singing your praise.”

A whole day with Scott. So. Not. Fair. Even now her lips were still tingling from his kiss. “Where do they want to go?”

“They want to go to the rapids.” Ed took a long swallow of coffee, his gaze drifting to her dad.

Her father gave her an apologetic look. Had he tried to nix the trip?

“Steve decided he’d like try the fishing there so Ed’s taking us too,” Her mother added. “We’ll spend the day together and have a campout dinner.”

“Are you coming too, Amber?” Sam hated that Amber never seemed to be able to join the fun.

“No, I’ll be staying here. I have some cleaning and laundry I need to get done.”

Even though her mother’s suggestion had eased her mind about the upcoming day, she still didn’t get a restful sleep. How could one little kiss have such an emotional impact? She sighed into her pillow. For a first kiss, it had been pretty damned enlightening and try as she might, she couldn’t regret the fact it had been with Scott. Her stomach still had butterflies. How could she have liked it when she knew he was just playing with her feelings?

Between her muddled thoughts and Adam’s snoring, it was the wee hours of the morning before she fell asleep. As a result, she woke up in a foul mood. She snorted, as she got ready for the day. Who knew her brother snored? She was never gonna let him live that down. 

As she crested the top of the hill heading down to the dock, she was just in time to hear Scott arguing with his father and Ed.

“I don’t care if she does have a boating license. I don’t want to be guided around the lake by a girl.”

Sam looked at Ed, sure her eyes were blazing with anger. “I’ll take Mom, Dad, and Adam.” She cocked her head, gritted her teeth, and forced a grin. “You’ve always taught me the customer is always right. We’ll meet you there.” Boarding the boat her family was already occupying, the four of them sped away from the dock before anyone could say another word. When they rounded the point, she looked at her father, her chest rising and falling rapidly. “Scott Grant has got to be the most arrogant, insolent, irritating, obnoxious, impudent person I have ever met!”

Having just the three of them in his boat, it didn’t take Ed long to catch up to Sammie. He was content to follow in the wake from her boat.

“Wouldn’t it be quicker if we cut across here?” Scott asked as he studied the map of the lake Ed had given him.

“No, there are rocks just below the surface that would take out the motor.” Ed was losing his patience with this kid, customer or no customer. “I told you, Sammie knows what she’s doing.” Taking his cap off, he wiped his forehead on the sleeve of his shirt before tugging it back on. “What have you got against her? Is it because she knows the lake and the things that go with it? She’s been working up here going on three years, boy. She loves it here.” He pointed his finger at Scott. “Don’t you dare make her miserable.”

“Don’t lecture me and don’t call me boy.” If looks could kill, Ed would be dead and buried.

“Just so you know, boy.” Ed refused to kowtow to this kid. “If you decide to tangle with Sammie, you will be taking on everyone at the camp. She’s earned her respect. Maybe you should get to know her before you judge her.” He’d brought Sammie up here to get her away from this kind of bullshit. The hell if he was going to let this little runt ruin it for her.

Scott didn’t remember ever acting this way in front of his dad. He knew with the attitude he had he was pushing his luck with him. Yup, and he knew it had run out when his dad barked at him.

“Scott, you will not speak to Mr. Williams like that. You owe both Samantha and Mr. Williams an apology. What has gotten into you?”

His intention hadn’t been to make his dad angry. It’d just been him and his dad since he was six years old. Scott hung his head, shrugging his shoulders. “I don’t know, Dad. When I see her, I just feel... instant dislike.” Not to mention the fact she’d brushed off his kiss as if it were nothing. Whereas for him? It was a kiss he’d not soon forget. He’d done it to antagonize her but damn if he didn’t want to do it again. “I don’t know why. Maybe I do take exception to the fact she—” He was lost for the right word.

“I think it’s because she hasn’t fallen at your feet like all the other girls you know.” His father shook his head at his son. “Your pride is hurt so you feel you have to hurt back.”

Scott let his father’s words sink in. Is that why he wanted to hurt her? Because she hadn’t thrown herself at him like most of the other girls he knew? No, at least not to begin with. At first, it’d been because no one would shut up about her. He was still deep in thought when they reached their destination.

Both boats landed at the same time. The best place for fishing was on a small island just before the rapids. They unloaded all the gear then each angler set out to find their own special spot.

Sam called to Ed from her boat. “Ed, I don’t feel like fishing. I’m going to paddle across and go for a walk.”

Ed nodded but gave her a concerned look.

“Don’t worry. I learned my lesson with bears.” Sam was about to row the short distance when Scott stopped her. 

“May I come?”

“I’d rather you didn’t.” She gave Scott a fake smile and looked to Ed for help.

Ed in turn studied Scott. “I trust you won’t come to blows?”

Sam caught the glare he gave Scott. Something was going on but she wasn’t sure what.”

Scott shoved his hands in his pockets. His shoulders hunched but he gave Ed a nod.

Ed crossed his arms. “For your sake, son, you’d better be on your best behaviour.”

Scott mumbled something under his breath as Sam watched him climb into the boat. How could Ed do this to her? The glance she gave Ed no doubt let him know just how she felt. How could he throw her to the wolves like this? “Ed...” She watched the older man shake his head, wave her off, then turn to walk away.

Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the paddles. “Are you sure you trust my driving?” She cocked her head and glared at Scott.

Scott ignored her snide remark. As the boat approached the other shore, he hopped out pulling it up and securing it to a tree.

Sam refused to move.

“Are you going to sit in the boat, or are you going to come for a walk?”

She scowled at him when he did the unexpected and held out his hand and smiled.

“Hi! I’m Scott Grant. I hear you’re one of the best guides around. Would you mind showing me the sights?”

Sam looked at him as if wondering what he was up to. “Can I ask you something?”

Scott shrugged his shoulders.

“I know who you are.”

His brows rose in surprise, and he shoved his hands in his front pockets.

She kicked at a small bug in the bottom of the boat. “This isn’t the first time I’ve seen you. I’ve watched you play hockey. I—”

“You’ve seen me play?” He cut her off.

Sam gave him a shy nod. “I go to school with some of the guys on your team.” Her mouth curved into a soft smile. “You know you’re good-looking and can have any girl you want. They’re always hanging all over you.” With a derisive look, she motioned to herself. “I’m not in their league or yours, so why? I know you don’t like me and you’re just trying to hurt me. I suppose I should be used to it by now.” She let out a sad sigh “How about this, I’ll do my best to avoid you if you’ll promise to do the same.” 

“Wow, you just tell it like it is, don’t you?”

She stretched her arms out around her. “This is where I’m happy.” Her eyes grew wistful. “I’m not liked at school. Ask anyone on your team. I’m nobody. But up here, I can be me. There are no bullies. I love the peace, enjoy what I do, and I’m good at it. People treat me with respect.” Sniffing she stared at the tiny waves beating at the rock. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand how I feel. You’re popular back home, surrounded by the same people who make my life miserable.” She met his gaze. “Please, do not take this away from me.”

Scott gave his head a shake. Damn! What the hell had he been thinking? This girl had done nothing to deserve the way he’d treated her. It wasn’t her fault everyone here tended to brag about her. She was right. His goal had been to hurt her. There was no deception in her eyes, no ulterior motives, just pure innocence, and he couldn’t forget that damn kiss. His glance moved to her lips. 

“I don’t want to avoid you.” The words were out of his mouth as soon as he thought them. “I... I’m sorry.” Shit, this was hard. Taking a deep breath, he soldiered on. “I was jealous because everyone was raving about you.” Once that admission passed his lips he found it much easier to continue. “Can we try to start over?” He gave her an apologetic smile. “Maybe we could be friends?” Once again, he held his hand out for her to take.

Samantha studied him for a moment. He held his breath waiting for her to take his hand.

When she stepped out of the boat, he watched as she looked over to her father and Ed who were watching from the island. She nodded to them before letting Scott lead her through the trees.

He asked her to tell him about some of her fishing experiences.

Sam told him about the close encounter she and one of the crews had with a bear. He teased her, claiming to see a bear behind every tree. She had a wonderful witty sense of humor. Her laughter was music to his ears and he found himself doing ridiculous things just so he could hear it.

She wasn’t what you’d call pretty. Her hair was so short, at a glance she could be mistaken for a boy. Long dark lashes surrounding bright blue eyes topped off a nose that was perfect and lips he knew for a fact were lush and soft. Remembering the kiss from the previous night, he recalled that her lips had tasted as sweet as honey. He hadn’t wanted the kiss to end. Then there was her smile, it was nothing short of bewitching. If she could come out of her shell, if she were able to show the rest of the world what she had shown him, maybe, just maybe, she wouldn’t be so sad.

An hour later, able to enjoy each other’s company, he paddled them back to the island, and they returned to the others. 

Scott knew he had some apologies to make. He strolled over to where Ed was sitting with Steve and his father. Time to man up. “Mr. Williams?”

Ed looked towards a smiling Sam who was sitting in the sun next to her mother and brother. “Why don’t you call me Ed?” He tilted the cap on his head. “Everyone does.”

“Okay, Ed, you were right. Sam and I were talking and I want to apologize.” He hung his head ashamed at the way he’d carried on. “I was being a jerk. I’m sorry.”

“Okay, son, apology accepted.”

“Mr. Elder?” All the anger and attitude was gone as he looked at Samantha’s father. “I regret the things I did or said to your daughter.” He held Sam’s father’s gaze. “She’s...” He couldn’t think of a word to describe her that wouldn’t make him sound like a dork so he improvised. “You should be proud of her.”

“I am proud of her and considering she has a smile on her face, I’m assuming she’s forgiven you, so I’ll give it a shot too.” Steve stood and patted Scott on the back as he spoke.

Scott’s dad seemed to have been holding his breath and let it out as a long sigh. Scott realized Steve’s irritation with him the previous evening had not escaped his dad’s notice. 

Clearing his throat, he looked around. “How’s the fishing? Have you caught anything yet?”

“We have enough here for lunch.” Ed grinned, reaching for their haul. “Why don’t you get Sammie to show you how to clean ‘em? You kids can fry ‘em up for us old fogies. Tell Sammie Amber packed some hotdogs for her.”

“Sounds like fun.” Nodding, he took the chain of fish Ed held up. “Hey, Sam, wanna show me how to clean these?” He held the fish above his head. “It seems you, me and Adam are the cooks.”

The rest of the time the two families spent together went well. Sam would take Scott and Adam out fishing or just for boat rides, and in turn, they would help her clean out the boats and do her chores. Sometimes, they would go for walks or just enjoy the quiet evening together.

The three of them had grown quite close. Sam and Scott had become fast friends. She wished he would kiss her again, often catching him looking at her, but it seemed he wasn’t interested in her that way, so she would just have to be content to be his friend.

The evening before both families were to leave Adam headed off to bed leaving Scott and Sam alone to say their farewells.

It was hard for Sam to say goodbye having never had a real friend before. She hugged Scott with tears in her eyes. “I’m going to miss your company,” she pressed her cheek to his chest.

Scott tilted her head up.

Tears rolled down her cheeks.

“Hey, don’t cry.” He brushed the tears off her cheeks with his thumbs. “I don’t like seeing you in tears.” He dropped his hands. “I’ll miss you too, Samantha.” He gave her an exaggerated wink as if trying to make her smile. “You’ve become my BFF,” he laughed as he teased her with the popular moniker and she swatted at his arm.

She watched as his face became serious and he looked down at his feet.

“Dad wants to leave by seven in the morning.” He sighed, raising his hand he cupped her face.

Was he going to kiss her? Oh, please let him kiss her.

Instead, he gave his head a slight shake, dropped his hands, and shoved them in his pockets. “It’s getting late. I’d better head up.”

“Scott?” Sam whispered as he moved to leave.

When he turned back to look at her, she acted before she lost her courage. Cupping his face in her hands, she pulled his head down and kissed him.

Sighing, Scott pulled her closer and deepened the kiss before backing away from her. “This isn’t goodbye, Samantha.” Brushing her cheek with the back of his hand, he turned and headed off to his cabin without looking back.

The next morning, the Elders waved goodbye to the Grants as they left for home. As they walked towards the main kitchen for breakfast, Steve was man enough to admit Scott wasn’t such a bad kid after all, but he made a lousy first impression.
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Chapter Two
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Twelfth grade was almost behind her. Sam knocked on the half-opened door of the guidance office and smiled when a cheery voice called for her to enter. Mrs. Mandino, her counsellor, gestured towards a chair and Sam sat down dropping her backpack on the floor beside her.

“Hello, Samantha, what can I do for you?” Mrs. Mandino’s welcoming smile always put Sam at ease.

“Hi! I just wanted to show you my transcripts for the online courses I’ve been taking.” She dug in her backpack and pulled out the needed papers.

Mrs. Mandino took the transcripts, glanced at them, and nodded in approval. “Excellent, I see your marks have gone up in the Economics course.”

Sam grinned. “They have but I still like Computer Science better.” The online courses Mrs. Mandino had helped her select were all aimed at achieving her goal of starting her own business. She might not like all of them, but she worked with diligence on each one, determined to succeed. She was obsessed to make something of her life and leave Melfort behind her, forever.

“Well, I’m very proud of you, Samantha.”

“Thanks.” The woman’s praise had Sam’s cheeks feeling warm.

“I hope you’re not working too hard though. Remember to take some time to have fun. This is your final year of high school after all.”

Samantha tried to keep the smile from slipping from her face. Right. She’d tried that. It had ended in heartache. The school had a fundraiser race against Tisdale and Sam had decided to join in. She enjoyed running, plus in secret, she’d hoped to see Scott. She hadn’t heard from him since he’d left the camp last summer.

When it came to her quarter of a mile leg to run she managed to maintain her school’s lead and had even received a few congratulatory pats on the back when she climbed back aboard the bus. A small glow of pleasure had grown in her at the unaccustomed approval. The bus exploded with cheers as their final runner crossed the finish line with a win.

Happy. Feeling. Gone. Scott had been standing on the far side of the crowded picnic area. Her hand had been half raised to wave a greeting and a smile began to form on her lips when he’d looked her up and down and dismissed her by turning away as if he didn’t know her.

A heavy, painful feeling had settled in her chest. His words of friendship must have been a lie. Their kiss had meant nothing to him. Swallowing hard, tears stung her eyes. Climbing back aboard the bus, claiming to be sick, she’d moped in silent misery waiting for the return home.

Unable to stop herself, she looked out the window searching for Scott. She spotted him amongst a group of guys she didn’t recognize. He was behaving in a different way. Whenever she’d seen him at the hockey games, he’d always had a smile on his face and seemed to be the center of attention. Now, he was just standing there. After a few minutes of watching, one of the guys went right up to him and said something to Scott and poked him in the chest only to have Scott push him away and stomp off.

“Samantha?” Mrs. Mandino’s voice pulled Sam out of the memory.

“Sorry. What were you saying?” Sam took a deep breath and forced herself to listen to the counselor. Thinking of Scott’s betrayal was pointless. Her focus should be on her future, not the past.

“I lost you there for a moment.”

Looking up, Sam saw Mrs. Mandino frowning and studying her.

“Samantha, are you alright?”

Mrs. Mandino’s concern was almost Sam’s undoing. “I’m good, just anxious to put all those classes to use.”

“I’ve never seen someone so young be so focused. I’m sure you’re going to do yourself proud. How are your aviation classes going?”

“I passed! Now, I’m working towards my commercial license. I need to be eighteen, so I have a few months to bank enough hours.”

“Good for you!” Standing up, Mrs. Mandino smiled at her and then moved around to the front of her desk.

Sam stood up slinging her backpack over her shoulder. “I’d like to thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I came to you with a dream and you’re helping me make it a reality.”

“It was my pleasure to help you, but you are the one making your dream come true.”

Glancing at her watch Sam grimaced. “I need to hurry or I’m going to be late for Algebra.”

“Well, you’d better run then. I’ll see you again in a couple of weeks.”

After what seemed like forever, the day came for the graduation exercises. Ribbons and flowers in the school colors decked out the high school gym. The graduates’ names written on cutouts of the school mascot, Grog, a caveman bearing a small resemblance to Barney Rubble off the Flintstones, adorned the walls.

Sam received her diploma, suffered through the group photos and the banquet, and then, after having a duty dance with her father, she was eager to leave. The gym was full of the many people she hoped she would never have to see again.

“You don’t have to come home right away. Why not stay here with your friends for a while?” her mom encouraged her.

Her mother loved her but always thought Samantha exaggerated the treatment she said she received in school. Sam had long since quit complaining about it. She looked around her at all the students with whom she graduated. True, not all of them were bullies, but they weren’t what she considered friends either; they were more like acquaintances.

She was always afraid to get too close to anyone fearing they’d receive the same treatment she did. “Mom, I don’t fit in here. I would much rather just go home. I’m flying out tomorrow, and I want to get an early start. I still have some packing to do.”

Sam had secured her job with Ed and Amber. Using her savings from the past three years and with financial help from her father, she was able to buy a small plane she proudly named SAM ELL.

Her father had laughed when she had the call letters painted on her plane. “This one is for posterity,” he had teased as he took a picture of her beside it.

“Do you want to say goodbye to anyone before we leave?” Steve Elder hugged Sam as they turned for the exit. He wanted this day to be special for his daughter.

“No, Dad, no one will even notice I’m gone.”

He could see her smile was forced when she looked at her mother.

“Come on, Mom, let’s blow this Popsicle stand.”

Steve looked at Eden over Samantha’s head. He glanced around at the rest of the graduates. All of them wore smiles and were laughing and joking with each other. Samantha was putting on a brave front but he knew she was antsy to leave. It was a shame their daughter should be so unhappy on one of the most important days of her life.

Samantha was his beautiful little girl and he would give anything to put a real smile on her face.

He ushered his two favourite women to the car, helping each one in before climbing in himself. “You know, I’m craving Dairy Queen ice cream. Is anybody else up for a treat?” Looking into the rear-view mirror, he met his daughter’s eyes as he started the vehicle.

“We’ll go through the drive-thru so we can pick something up for your brother. If he finds out we stopped here and didn’t get him an ice cream too, we’ll never hear the end of it.” Steve chuckled.

Eden turned towards her husband and grinned. “I hate to admit it but you’re right.”

“I think we should hide his and let him think we didn’t get him something just to see the look on his face.” Sam loved to tease her brother.

After a quick run through the drive thru at Dairy Queen, they headed for home. He realized as they headed out of town, the farther they drove away from the city, the more excited and animated his daughter became. As much as he hated his baby girl to leave, he knew it was the best thing for her to do.

When they arrived home, Sam carefully placed Adam’s ice cream cone in the cup holder in the car then the three of them entered the house licking their soft ice cream.

Adam met them at the door. “I wasn’t expecting you guys home so—” He eyed the soft ice cream cones enviously, his bottom lip stuck out in a pout. “You went to the Dairy Queen?”

Eden turned to Steve. “I told you we should have picked something up for him.”

“I thought he was going out with friends.” Steve played along with the hoax.

“Dad, you knew I was staying home.” Adam frowned at his father.

Sam took another long lick of her ice cream, grinning. “You better go get yours out of the car before it melts and makes a mess.”

Adam was down the stairs and out the door in a flash.

Laughing, she looked at her parents. “Priceless!”

After finishing her ice cream Sam was quick to discard her gown, but careful to wrap it in plastic before hanging it in the back of her closet.

“Can I help you pack anything, dear?” Her mother stood in her doorway, her hands clasped in front of her.

“No, Mom, everything is under control. I just have one or two things left to do before I go to bed. I plan to leave by six. I’m anxious to be at the camp.” She pulled some clothes out of the drawer of her dresser and placed them in the open suitcase on her bed. “You don’t have to get up in the morning.”

“Of course, we’ll get up with you. Your father is driving you to the airport. God knows when we’ll see you again if you plan to stay all winter.”

“Mom, please don’t start. I’m happy up there. It’s what I want to do.”

“I know, dear, I just wish it was closer to home.”

“I’m not doing this to hurt you. I’ll miss you, Dad, and Adam, but I won’t miss Melfort, Mom. I just don’t belong here. I feel like a square peg in a round hole.” She kissed her mother goodnight, called a goodnight to her father and Adam, then crawled into bed believing the sooner she fell asleep the sooner the morning would come.

Sam’s mom woke her up the next morning at five thirty. A huge breakfast waited for her when she entered the kitchen. “Your father has already put your bags in the car so sit, relax, and enjoy your breakfast.”

As she dug into her bacon and eggs, she knew one thing for sure, she was going to miss her mom’s cooking. She’d just finished eating and was putting her plate in the sink when Adam poked his head around the corner of the hallway. “Bye, Sammie.” He sounded so pitiful it brought tears to her eyes.

She was going to miss him the most of all. He alone understood what she’d put up with over the years. He’d seen it firsthand. She’d made him promise not to say anything, but he’d always been there for her to cheer her up. Now, saying goodbye was breaking her heart.
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