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Chapter 1


THE VAN RIDE


Through the van window I watched Mrs. Lutzkraut shake my dad’s hand and give my mom a big hug. Then she turned to wave good-bye to me. On her face was a smile—a perfectly evil grin. I’d never seen her look so happy. My demented former teacher and I shared a secret, you see. I was about to die, and she knew it.


The cause of my inevitable end, Josh, was on the van with me. And as my parents and Mrs. Lutzkraut disappeared in the distance, I shifted my eyes to watch him. He sat across the aisle, glaring out the window. There was one other kid in the back of the van, but he had been asleep when Josh and I climbed on. I doubted he would come to my rescue when Josh attacked.


An old, familiar feeling of terror began to rise from my stomach. There was no doubt in my mind that Josh was about to crush me. I mean, that had been his main goal the entire school year. Now all that separated us was about six feet. I rubbed my sweaty palms on my shorts and stared out the window.


Maybe Josh would wait until we got to summer camp before killing me. That meant I had about two hours left to enjoy life. Only there was nothing to enjoy and nothing happy to think about. I was being shipped off to someplace called Camp Wy-Mee with my worst enemy. For eight weeks!


Oh yes, Mrs. Lutzkraut had a lot to be smiling about this afternoon. She had tricked my parents—and Josh’s parents—into thinking summer camp was the best thing in the world. Josh hadn’t looked too pleased about it either. I shifted in the uncomfortable van seat and let my eyes wander in his direction. Big mistake.


“Forget about me, Rathbone?”


He must have been staring at me the whole time. This was it. I tried to answer but nothing came out.


“Yeah, Rathbone, you ain’t that tough. I could see you were real scared at graduation. I was a fool all year, thinkin’ you were tough. This time nothing’s saving you. Punching you’s gonna be like Christmas morning. Guess that makes me Santa.”


I didn’t understand his logic, but I understood what it meant when his legs shifted into the aisle. I raised my arms in a feeble attempt to block the incoming buffalo stampede.


Vroom! The engine revved and I could feel tires skidding on sand. The van swerved, knocking Josh off-balance. I watched as Santa banged his head on the floor.


“You there!” the driver hollered.


“Me?” I squeaked.


“Yeah, you.” I could see the driver’s grizzled face and dark eyes in the big rearview mirror. “Help that kid up.” Josh was rolling around in the aisle, dazed and holding his head. “Go on, put him in a seat.”


I looked closer at the driver. He wore a ripped tank top and had a big bushy beard. “Do I have to?” I asked.


“Do it!” the driver ordered.


I reached down to grab Josh under the arms just as the driver turned his attention back to the road. The van swerved violently, knocking me off-balance. I landed with a crunch, right on top of Josh.


“No more, no more,” he whimpered. “I’ll behave, Rodney, I promise. Just leave me alone.”


I backed away and watched him climb into his seat, where he curled up into a ball. My jaw hung low, shocked. There was no tougher kid than Josh. He was like twice my size. Thanks to the van driver’s horrible driving, Josh had been knocked down before he could even throw a punch. Maybe my amazing run of luck from the school year wasn’t over. Not just yet, anyway.





Chapter 2


MY NEW BEAST FRIEND


Josh had been quiet for about an hour as we drove along—probably wondering how I always got the best of him. “You look pretty runty,” he finally muttered. “I don’t get it. How come you fight good?”


“Well,” I corrected him. My mom’s constant grammar reminders were rubbing off on me.


“Huh?”


“How come you fight well.”


“Oh, I guess because I’m tough.” I rolled my eyes. He continued, “But how come you fight good too, Rathbone?”


He was still holding the side of his head. I relaxed a little and my big mouth kicked into gear. “For starters, I have natural killer instincts. Combine that with years of high-intensity combat training, not to mention . . . ”


He was looking at me intently now, but I’m not sure how much was reaching his brain. Finally he just smiled and said, “Yeah, fighting’s good.”


It was the first time I’d ever seen him smile, not counting when he inflicted pain on some poor kid. He turned and looked out the window for a moment. “You know,” he continued, “I beat up over a hundred kids and never lost one fight. Then you beat me up two times. Plus today. That makes . . . ”


The higher math was too much for him. “Three,” I informed him.


“Yeah, whatever. It’s just, I still can’t believe it.” He sounded both disappointed and respectful. “Before you came along I did whatever I wanted, took whatever I wanted, beat up whoever I wanted, did whatever I wanted . . . ”


I couldn’t believe we were having a conversation. A weird, creepy conversation, but a conversation. Usually he just grunted or told me how he was going to knock my face apart. “I never wanted to ruin your year,” I explained, “but you’re the one who picked a fight. You play with fire, you get burned.”


“You like fire, too?”


Boy, this kid was thick. “Yeah, fire’s pretty cool,” I agreed. I was willing to play along if it meant keeping his hands off my neck.


“I love fire! I got a lighter. You want to help me light this seat on fire?”


“I think we should probably leave the seats alone. You see,” I explained, “we’re traveling in the van that you want to set fire to.”


He seemed to contemplate that for a minute. “Anyway, Rathbone, you’re actually not that bad. Hey, check this out.” With a dumb grin etched on his lips, he began punching the back of the seat in front of him. I, on the other hand, wrestled with the vision of bunk beds burning in my cabin.


* * *


I gazed out the window and watched the Ohio countryside pass by, each mile taking me farther from home. I was miserable. Sure, I had dodged a bullet with Josh, but you have to understand the incredible school year that was still fresh in my mind. When it started, I was the new kid in town, afraid of getting pounded to a pulp at school. Then, through pure luck, I became Mr. Popular. Hero of the Town. Czar of the Playground! I met Rishi, Slim, and Dave—the three best friends I’d ever had. No group could make me laugh so hard. Rishi was the big talker and had outlined a million awesome things for us to do this summer. None of it would be happening now—with me, at least.


As the van zoomed down the highway I thought about something else that was making me miserable. I had left behind my girlfriend, Jessica. We’d been “officially” going out for about twenty minutes when my parents dropped the camp bomb.


“Hey, Rodney,” Josh suddenly called out from his seat.


Whatever he was about to say, no matter how dumb, I actually welcomed the distraction. Anything to get my mind off Jessica! “Yeah?” I asked.


“You going out with Jessica?”


Evidently I was traveling with the Amazing Moron Mind Reader. “I don’t want to talk about it,” I answered.


“Uh, okay, so you going out with her?”


His words hurt more than his fists ever could. I didn’t know if being apart from her was going to end our relationship. I sighed. “Listen, she’s not happy with me going away and all.”


“No? Don’t feel bad, though.”


“Why not?” I asked.


“Because she’s real pretty. She’ll find a new boyfriend in no time.”


I stared at the gorilla sitting next to me. “How’s that supposed to make me feel better?”


“Huh? Oh, I guess I got that backward. Yeah, you should feel bad. Hey, driver, I gotta take a whiz!”


I watched the driver’s face in the rearview mirror. He was chewing on a toothpick. “We’ll be at camp soon.”


He had introduced himself as . . . hmm, was it Grizzly Bob, or Creepy Bill, or Smelly Stan? . . . No, it was Survival Steve. He had a bushy beard and a deep voice, and his eyes were dark and menacing. Worst of all, he wore a big hunting knife on his leather belt.


Josh didn’t seem to notice or care. “I gotta go so bad I could fill a pool!”


Survival Steve’s eyebrows rose for a moment. “We’ll take a shortcut, down the old logger road. You can go on the side somewhere. It’ll save time and it’s good scenery.” He banked down the next exit ramp off the highway, turned left, and eventually made a right on a dirt road.


I’m not sure you could really call it a road. After a while the trees and branches closed in and began whacking the sides of the van. Josh’s face was scrunched up and he was holding himself. I moved farther away, not wanting to get sprayed by a yellow geyser. “Pull over!” he yelled.


Survival Steve said, “Hold your water. That looks like a good spot up ahead.” He brought the van to a stop. “Guess you can go . . . ”


Josh didn’t wait. He bolted out the door and off into the woods.


“All right, how about you two?”


I needed to go, though probably not as badly as Josh. I could hear him moaning off in the woods. As I angled toward the door I noticed that the kid in the back was awake now. He shook his head, and his eyes looked frightened under the brim of his red baseball cap. I couldn’t blame him for being nervous, considering we were stopped in the middle of nowhere. After glancing around, he curled up and pulled his hat down further.


I climbed out and walked a few paces away from the van into the woods. The dark pine forest smelled thick and sweet, and the air hung heavy. It was real quiet and eerie. I noticed that the sun was already setting behind the tallest trees. As I finished my business, I shivered and realized I couldn’t wait to get back in the van.


“Beautiful, ain’t it?” It was Survival Steve.


“I guess,” I answered.


“Yup, these woods are something special. I once lived in them by myself for three years. Killed a moose with only a rock, like this one. Moose liver, now that’s tasty stuff.”


I looked back at him. The word insane flashed through my mind.


“What’s your name?” he asked.


“Rodney.”


“Rodney, check this out!” He picked up the rock and flung it right at a tree. A huge section of bark shattered from the trunk. “Aim still perfect.” He grinned. “Nothing beats a good stone.” I was too scared to comment. “Rodney, you come by my shack at camp, I’ll teach you to throw a stone like that, better yet I’ll show you how to use a bow and arrow.”


Avoid all shacks this summer, I thought as we returned to the van.


“You!” Steve hollered at Josh, who was back from the woods. “Go get that other kid and see if he wants a soda.”


Josh made an evil grin and I knew what was coming as he climbed inside the van. The next sound I heard would be . . .


Thwack!


“Owwwww!” screamed the unsuspecting kid. “Why’d you hit me?”


“Driver said to,” Josh declared.


“Huh?”


Whack!


“Owwwww!”


The poor kid tumbled out of the van. “Where the heck are we?” he asked, moving away from Josh, who had jumped down behind him. Survival Steve stepped forward, rock in hand. The kid’s lips started quivering as he backed away, a look of panic building on his face.


“Guess I’ll open this sucker up with Old Reliable,” Survivor Steve announced. The rock raised, ready to strike.


“Whooaahhhh!” The kid was off like a shot, tearing into the woods.


“I was only talking about this can of soda,” Steve laughed. “The opener thing broke. Now I gotta go get that scaredy-cat. You two, wait here.”


I suddenly found myself alone with Josh in the middle of nowhere. Thank God we had “bonded” on the van, because instead of threatening me like he’d done in the past, he told me a story about a time he had punched his friend Toby in the face at school. We were both laughing when Survival Steve came trudging back from the woods.


“All right, we got problems. That kid ran off. Far. We’re all going to have to go find him. We better spread out because we don’t want to be out here in the dark.”


All too familiar feelings began to creep along my spine. I looked nervously into the woods. The trees were thick, blocking out most of the light. “We’re going in there?” I croaked.


“Yup. You, big fella, head off to my right. And you,” he said, eyeing me, “you walk in on my left. Use the sun to navigate.”


Sun to navigate? I grew up in Queens, in New York City. Only navigating I could do was hailing a cab.


“Let’s go,” he barked. I walked so close to him that if I’d gotten any closer he’d be giving me a piggyback ride. “What the . . . ? Spread out. Go to the left! We can’t find him all bunched up, and we don’t want to be out here when it gets dark.”


It took great courage on my part to move into the woods on my own. In less than five minutes the courage ran out. Steve was nowhere in sight. Well, I’ll just head back to the van, I told myself. I turned around and started walking, but with each step my heart beat a little faster. Nothing looked familiar. Sweat poured down into my eyes. As I caught my breath, my brain whispered two little words that didn’t exactly calm me. You’re lost.


“Help!!!” I screamed. “Joshhhh!!! Crazy driverrrr!!!” Maybe that was a mistake. “Anybody!!! Help!!!”


I heard my echo, then silence. I tried again a few more times before my voice began to give out.


I sat down on a big rock. Someone will find you, I lied to myself. I thought about my parents and my little sister back in Garrettsville. I thought about my friends and wondered what they were up to. Then my thoughts turned to Jessica. Only yesterday I had told her about going away to camp.


“Rodney, why didn’t you tell me sooner?” she had asked.


“I didn’t know,” I explained. “My dopey dad surprised me after the graduation ceremony.”


“Well, what about us? What about the lake and the pool and . . . ”


“Ugh, I know! I can’t get out of it. I’ve tried. I won’t be gone forever.”


“How long?”


“Eight weeks.”


“Eight weeks? That is forever. It’s longer. It’s the whole summer!”


I tried to calm her. “We’ll be going to middle school together in the fall. I’ll write you.”


“I guess you can always call while you’re away, or text . . . ”


“Actually, we’re not allowed to have cell phones.” The words had hung there as she realized we weren’t even going to speak. She looked really upset, making my heart sink low into my stomach. It felt the same now, sitting on this rock in the woods.


Sitting on this rock in the woods? I had lost total track of time! It was almost dark now. Think. What would Survival Steve do? Besides killing a moose, he’d probably get something to protect himself. Yes, that’s it.


I looked around and found a big stick. I felt better clutching it and headed off in what I hoped was the direction of the van. Just when it was getting so dark I could barely see, I noticed something red up ahead—the baseball cap of the kid who had run off.


“Hey!” I yelled. “Found you!”


He turned around, saw me, and tore off.


“Wait!” I shouted, running after him. There was no way I was going to let this kid leave me alone in the woods. “Stop!” I shouted. The kid looked back, screamed, and kept going. Why was he running away? “Stop running! Get back here,” I yelled, my own fear building up again.


After about five minutes of running through thick underbrush and sharp branches—my legs were scratched all over—I noticed a bright glow up ahead. The kid was running toward it. I followed, gaining on him. We were going to be saved!


He bolted through a bush and I dove through too, landing right in the middle of a large crowd of kids, some wearing Camp Wy-Mee T-shirts. The light was from a roaring campfire! I was about to yell, “Thank God, I’m saved,” but old Baseball Cap beat me to it.


“Oh, thank God!” he screamed, his voice higher than I expected. “That madman was chasing me through the woods.” He pointed at me. “They tried to kill me back at the van!” The kid was gasping for air and looked on the verge of collapse.


My brain reeled with every emotion as I realized I had just gone from saved to public enemy number one. I glanced around at the crowd. No one knew what to make of me as I stood there in my ripped, sweaty, dirty clothes. Their looks ranged from fearful to suspicious to menacing. I glanced at my hand, holding the stick that suddenly resembled a club. “Yikes,” I gulped, dropping it with a quick jerk. This was bad. “Wait,” I stammered, “it’s not what you think . . . ”


My mouth, however, couldn’t complete the sentence, for at that moment the kid flung off his baseball cap. Long brown hair tumbled down past his shoulders. I mean, her shoulders. It was a girl standing there, with emerald green eyes that flashed in the firelight. Even in the middle of the insane moment I could see she was cute. Real cute. If I didn’t get burned at the stake, summer camp had just gotten a lot more interesting.





Chapter 3


THE FIRE FIGHT


There was a pause as everyone stared at the girl. I guess at first they thought she was a boy, too, but there was no mistaking her now. I started to back away, knowing it was only a matter of seconds before the campfire crowd remembered the madman in their midst.


“This guy tried to kill you?” one boy asked. He was taller than me but looked about my age. Before the girl could answer, he faced the group and ordered, “Grab him!”


Two older teenagers came forward and held me by the arms. The boy giving orders walked up to me as I struggled to break free. Even in the dark I could see he had a white, toothy smile. He flicked his hair to the side like a shampoo model. “Trying to get away?” He laughed. “Not today, weirdo.” He gave me a little wink and raised his fist to punch me.


I had never been so scared, which is quite a claim, considering who I am. Without thinking, though, I lunged forward. The two guys holding my arms banged into the boy, sending him flying backward—right into the fire.


“Oh, Todd!” some girl called out.


Todd screeched, “Yaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhooooooooh!” and jumped up, grabbing his behind.


“The lake!” the girl yelled.


I watched Todd run off into the woods, leaving a smoke trail from his scorched shorts. The guys holding me grabbed even tighter.


I was just starting to ponder my funeral—I pictured Mrs. Lutzkraut smiling happily—when Josh and Survival Steve emerged from the woods. “You got started without me, Rodney!” Josh shouted while grabbing a kid and hurling him over a log. “Fire and fighting. This is awesome. I love camp!”


Survival Steve looked at the guys holding me. “What you fools doin’? Let my passenger be! Josh, settle down.”


My captors released me from their grip. At the same moment, Todd returned, his pants dripping wet. He took one look at Survival Steve and sneered. “We got it under control, Mountain Man. You can head back to your shack now.”


“What’s that, punk?”


“The name’s Todd.”


“Yeah, I remember you, Turd. Now git!” Steve roared like a grizzly bear and Todd scuttled off into the crowd around the campfire. Next he shouted, “Periwinkle, you down here?”


“Yes,” a large tree replied.


Steve glanced about for a second. Not sure where to look, he called out, “These two are with me. I was bringing them in when we had to go in search of another camper.”


“Ohhh,” the tree answered. Then, slowly, from behind the tree, a head wearing an odd beige pith helmet popped out. Eventually, the rest of the man emerged, and the guy I assumed to be Mr. Periwinkle now stood in the firelight. His outfit matched his helmet. It was all khaki and he looked like an explorer—a skinny, jumpy, nervous explorer.


“Okay then,” he finally spoke, eyes darting nervously to make sure the fighting was over. “This looks like a big misunderstanding. Welcome to Camp Wy-Mee! Nice to meet you two, and you, young lady.” He waved to the girl.


“She’s not with us,” Steve pointed out.


“Uh, actually she is,” I corrected him. “It’s a long story.”


Steve glanced at the girl, then at me, then back at the girl. A smile slowly broke across his puzzled face. “Well, I’ll be a skinned possum . . . ”


“Um, yes, a possum,” Mr. Periwinkle continued. “As I was saying, this is the opening night campfire. It’s usually a very exciting, fun tradition. Oh, well, I guess it was still exciting. Ha-ha.” His laugh sure was nervous. With a strained face, he asked, “Are either of you hurt?” I shook my head and heard him murmur, “Thank God, no lawsuits.”


Josh, who had never stopped grinning since he got to camp, explained, “We don’t mess around.”


“Yes, well, you’re quite a strapping fellow,” Mr. Periwinkle remarked. “So you’re not hurt either, good. No need to call the parents, ha-ha-ha.” Again the nervous laugh. “Okay, I guess this is enough campfire for one evening. Counselors, take your campers back to the cabins and prepare for taps. You, douse that fire. And you, move that log . . . ”


He continued giving nervous little orders. I was relieved that the threat of violence had passed, at least for now, but this Mr. Periwinkle had said something about calling the parents, and that’s exactly what I intended to do first thing in the morning. All I had to do right now was survive the rest of the night.





Chapter 4


A NIGHT AT THE PLAZA


Without the campfire, the air suddenly got colder and the woods grew a lot darker. I looked up through the tall pine trees and noticed a few stars beginning to come out. Mr. Periwinkle was chattering away to the remaining counselors. No one seemed to notice me—except Todd, the kid I had just knocked into the fire. Every few seconds he would shine his flashlight in my eyes to annoy me. It was definitely working.


Turning in my direction, Mr. Periwinkle called over, “You’re still standing here?” He said it in a nice enough way.


“I don’t know where to go.”


“I guess that’s a good reason, then.” He laughed nervously. “You did arrive after the cabin assignments. Let’s consult the clipboard.” He picked up the board and shuffled through the sheets. “Let me see. Hmmm . . . Rathbone, right?”


“Yes.”


“Hmmmm, Rathbone, Rathbone . . . Ah, there we go. Well now, aren’t you the lucky little camper?”


Was this guy for real? My fellow campers were just about to roast me like a marshmallow. Somehow I didn’t feel too lucky.


Periwinkle kept right on beaming. “Yes, you are in for quite a treat. You, my son, have been assigned to the Algonquin cabin.”


The name meant little to me. As if reading my mind, he explained that the Algonquins were a Native American tribe. He went on and on about how they carried tomahawks and hunted with bows and arrows in woods just like these. After a minute he stopped midsentence, looking slightly confused. “Where was I? Oh yes, let me find someone to show you the way to the cabin.”


As Mr. Periwinkle turned, Todd started in again with the flashlight in my eyes. I was beginning to wish I had a tomahawk of my own when Mr. Periwinkle called out to him. He immediately pointed the light to the ground. “Yes?”


“Please come over here and join us, Todd.”


This was the last kid I wanted to give me a welcome tour—or to be my roommate, which was even worse. I had to speak up. “Mr. Periwinkle, isn’t there another cabin I could . . . ”


“I wouldn’t hear of it. Rodney, let me introduce you to Todd Vanderdick. Todd, this is Rodney Rathbone.”


The two of us stared at each other, neither one wanting to make the first move. Periwinkle shot nervous glances back and forth between us. His eyes seemed to ask, Well? Reluctantly, we shook hands. As they came together, I could feel my skin crawl.


“That’s a clammy palm you got there,” Todd said, sticking out his big chin.


“Not as clammy as your pants,” I answered. “Enjoy the dip in the lake?”


Mr. Periwinkle glanced down. “I say, Todd, what happened to your shorts?”


Todd’s eyes narrowed and a sneer curled over his perfect, gleaming teeth. “My hand-tailored $225 Lacoste shorts? I doubt the rodent who ruined them could afford to buy me new ones, but no matter—I have twelve more pairs just like them.”


“Excellent,” Mr. Periwinkle exclaimed. “It’s wise to come prepared. Now, I can see that the two of you are going to be fast friends. Rodney here is in your cabin. I thought you’d like to show him around and introduce him to the boys.”


Todd’s chin quivered and it looked as though he was trying to eat his own lip. After about ten seconds he became oddly relaxed and his face transformed into an easy smile. The transformation gave me a nervous feeling. With sparkling eyes, he announced, “It would be my pleasure, Mr. Periwinkle.”


“Splendid.”


Todd held up his finger. “One more thing. What happened to Rodney’s big friend?”


“I believe you’re referring to young Dumbrowski. He’s been assigned to the Cherokee cabin.”


“That dump?” Todd laughed.


“Now, Todd, all our facilities here at Camp Wy-Mee can’t be . . . ”


“Oh, don’t get me wrong, Mr. Periwinkle. I think Loserville is the perfect cabin for him, but I’m concerned about Rodney. After all, he’ll be really far away from his friend. He’s going to be all alone. I’ll have to take special care of him.”


“Todd, that’s certainly noble of you. You see, Rodney? I leave you in good hands.”


Mr. Periwinkle scurried away, and my nerves began firing every warning they knew. I almost collapsed when Todd suddenly gripped my shoulder. “Come on, old sport. Let me show you the way.”


I shrugged off his grip as we meandered around trees and bushes. He angled down to a woods path that looked dark and foreboding. I gulped and hesitated. He seemed to sense it and turned back with a smile. “Don’t fall behind, Rathbone. This isn’t a stroll down Park Avenue. The last thing you want is to wind up lost out here.”


He was acting awfully nice . . . for a jerk. Despite my suspicions, I didn’t have much choice but to follow him.


* * *


Moments later we popped out onto a paved path, crossed some playing fields, and walked toward a group of cabins in the distance. I noticed the gleam from a number of flashlights shaking about in the dark. Other campers and counselors were also making the trek, which hopefully meant I wasn’t about to get attacked.


“You’re going to love the cabin,” Todd said. “My dad, Theodore Vanderdick—you know, of Vanderdick Enterprises—donated money and his personal architect to spruce up the place.”


I had never heard of Vanderdick Enterprises. “Sounds good,” I managed.


“Oh, it’s a lot better than ‘good,’ and certainly a lot better than the hole you just crawled out of. Yeah, your luck has turned, hasn’t it, chap? Time to see how the other half lives.” He spoke to me like I was homeless.


“You know,” he continued, “I realize we got off to a bad start, but you have to admit you looked a bit crazy when you first showed up. And besides, now that you’re on Team Vanderdick, it’s time for a new beginning. What do you say, sport?”


I looked at him. My doubts lingered. He was definitely a stuck-up jerk, but maybe he wasn’t out to get me. Maybe he did want to be friends. “Well, sorry about knocking you into the fire,” I said. “It was an accident.” I figured I’d better be nice since I was stuck in his cabin.


“Hey, accidents happen.” He held out his hand.


I held out mine, hoping it wasn’t clammy, and gave him my best Fred Windbagger handshake.


“That’s the spirit,” Todd said.


We walked up the path from the fields to a row of cabins. Most of them looked like little huts with some canvas flaps for windows. That is, until we came to a stop in front of one cabin that was three times larger than the rest. It had glass windows, a paved walkway and steps, and what looked like a satellite dish on the roof. I could hear the hum of central air conditioning. “It’s not the Plaza, but it’s home,” Todd said, wiping his feet before pushing open the door.


He was being modest. I didn’t think any hotel could be nicer. A group of boys sat around on leather couches, playing a video game on a gigantic flat-screen television that took up the whole wall.


“Hey, fellas, let me introduce to you to Rodney.”


They paused the game. Their eyes narrowed and I prayed I wasn’t about to get jumped. Some of them probably recognized me from the campfire.


Todd gripped my shoulder. “Rodney is assigned to the Algonquin cabin. Give him a big Team Vanderdick welcome.”


The tension left their faces. In unison they chanted, “Bully! Bully! Bully!”


“Where?” I almost screamed, half expecting to see my old enemy, Rocco.


Todd laughed. “Relax, Rathbone. Let me introduce you to everyone. This is Biff, Skip, Chaz, Blake, Chip”—each gave me a friendly wave—“and over there, that’s our counselor, Magnus.”


I turned. Standing behind a counter in the kitchen area was a tall, strong-looking blond guy. I figured he was about eighteen. “Velcome. Vat can I fix you to drink?” he asked, shaking a silver cup up and down. “You vant fruit smoothie?”


“Uh, sure.”


“Rodney,” Todd interrupted, “it looks like your trunk’s been dropped off. Maybe you want to put your stuff away. What beds are still available?”


Biff answered, “The Tempur-Pedic and the Euro-Flow 2000 waterbed.” He looked kind of sheepish as he added, “The good ones are taken already.”


Todd glanced at me. “What do you think?”


“Both sound nice.”


“Here’s da smoothie,” Magnus said, thrusting a cold glass into my hand.


I took a sip and gagged as something slimy slid across the top of my tongue. “Uh, delicious.”


“I put in lots of raw egg. Goot for da muscles and da hair.” I was fighting the urge to heave and it must have shown. “Vatch da Persian rug!”


Not sure I could survive another sip, I did my best to be polite. “Is that a German accent?” I asked, putting down the smoothie and pushing it a few inches away.


Magnus straightened up to his full height. “I am not German!” He pounded his chest with his fist. “I am Sveeedish!”


He looked offended, so I said, “I love Sweden!”


“Really?” he asked.


“Oh yeah. Big fan of the meatballs.”


“Dere’s more to Sveden dan meatballs.”


“No doubt,” I agreed, struggling hard to think of something else. “Vikings!” I blurted. “I love Vikings.”


Magnus smiled and I relaxed—until I noticed his expression start to change. He looked like he was about to cry. “Too bad vee are no longer allowed to raid and pillage. Nothing like dying vit da sword in your hands and going to Valhalla.”


“Uh, yeah.” The guy was definitely nuts. I looked over to Todd for help.


“Come on, Rodney. I’ll show you around the cabin.”


We left Magnus in the kitchen—hacking and slicing at the air as if he was raiding a monastery—and toured the rooms. All in all, it was more impressive than I could have imagined. They had every video game system, a pool table, a ping-pong table, a foosball table, and a very nice back deck overlooking the lake.


It was a hundred times better than my house at home!


Slowly, I began to realize that my teacher Mrs. Lutzkraut had gotten me sent to paradise. I wished she could be here to see how her plan had backfired. I was now friends with Josh, this guy Todd seemed okay once you got to know him, and I’d be spending the summer in air-conditioned splendor. I sat down on the couch and folded my hands behind my head. Not bad. Not bad at all.


“There’s only one thing we don’t have,” Todd apologized, “and that’s our own bathroom. My dad’s lawyers petitioned the head of the local zoning board for a year. When we didn’t get our way, Vanderdick Enterprises built a massive prison next to the guy’s summerhouse.” A big grin spread across Todd’s face. “What a loser. You don’t mess with Vanderdick Enterprises, right, fellas?” Everyone in the cabin laughed in agreement. “Anyway, long story short, we have to use the boys’ division bathroom with all the lowlifes. It’s over there.”
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