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THE OUTRIDERS BLOG

BOARD NOT BORED

EXPEDITION: WILLOW KEY

Entry by: Cam Walker


Note: If some policeman or agent of the FBI happens to click on this website, please understand that my dad had no knowledge of the stuff that happened at Willow Key, and when he did find out about it he was absolutely not happy. Also, since I’m only twelve, it is possible I’m making all of it up.
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CHAPTER ONE:
HARVESTING
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I was breaking every safety rule of scuba diving. I wasn’t certified or even junior certified, which is what someone my age needs to be. I was diving at dawn in murky unfamiliar waters, and, worst of all, I was diving alone. The number-one hugest mistake you can make when you strap on a scuba tank is to go into the water without a diving buddy. You’d think that I would have been freaked out, but I wasn’t. The only thing I was worried about was that someone might spot me, because I definitely shouldn’t have been swimming in the water hazard that fronted the seventh green of the Bluffs Country Club.

Most of the members of the Bluffs Country Club are old—really, really old. There is a reason for this: It costs a ton of money to join the Bluffs, and on top of that the members don’t just let “anyone” join. You have to be the “right sort” of person. So I guess if you want to play golf at the Bluffs it takes a long time to save up the money to join the club, and then it takes even longer to convince people that you are “member material.” This must take around sixty years, because most of the guys who tee it up have hearing aids and those ultra-thick glasses that old dudes wear. I don’t know much about golf, but I do know that guys who are really, really old have a tough time reaching the seventh green, which (according to a sign on the tee box) was 210 yards long. On the plus side, most of these ancient guys couldn’t see or hear when their golf balls plunked into the water hazard in front of the green, which was why there were thousands of barely used balls resting at the bottom of the small pond just waiting to be harvested. Each used golf ball was worth twenty-five cents to Chuck at Surf Island Discount Golf and Tennis. So you can understand why golf ball farming was critical to fund the expeditions of the Outriders and why I was scuba diving alone in front of the seventh green.

Well, I wasn’t exactly alone. My friend Wyatt Kolbacher and I had scavenged two Bluffs Country Club golf carts, and he was hiding a few dozen yards away in the woods. Many years ago, when we were in fifth grade, Wyatt had made a breakthrough discovery that had revolutionized transportation for the Outriders. All golf carts are started with a small key. It was Wyatt who realized that all of the golf carts at the Bluffs used the exact same key. If you had a key for one of the carts, you had a key for them all. So, of course, each of us had our own key, which came in really handy when we needed to transport more golf balls than we could carry.

On a normal golf-ball-farming excursion Wyatt and I wouldn’t bother scavenging two golf carts. We also wouldn’t risk something as dangerous as scuba diving in a water hazard. We would simply harvest the balls that had zinged off into the woods (which, for some reason, the members called “the rough”), slip them into our backpacks, and then duck under the “guest entrance” we had created in the perimeter fence that surrounds the country club. From that point we would hook the backpacks to a trolley pulley that we had rigged to a zip line. The zip line connected the highest point in Surf Island—the Bluffs—with the lowest point—the Flats—where all of my friends and I lived. Once the backpacks whooshed down the zip line through the pine trees, they would end up at the Good Climbing Tree in my best friend Shelby’s backyard. Shelby would climb the tree (she’s ultra-gymnastic), unhook the backpacks, and store the balls in the “Ball Barrel.” But this wasn’t a normal day of golf ball farming. We had to finance a HUGE expedition (don’t worry, I’ll tell you about it later) so we needed to take even HUGER risks.

I had just finished filling up my fifth backpack full of balls when I heard a plunk. The plunking noise didn’t sound like a fish jumping out of the water or a frog jumping into the water. It sounded like a golf ball landing very close to my head, and that’s when I realized two things:


	Golfers get up freakishly early to play golf.

	was going to be spotted.



Sure, I could have stayed underwater and hoped that the four elderly Bluffs members wouldn’t spot a twelve-year-old scuba diving in the water hazard. But even though I wasn’t certified or junior certified as a diver, I was experienced enough to read my compressed air gauge, which was very close to “empty.” Also, even if I managed to avoid this foursome of golfers, there were sure to be more of them following close behind.

Even though the guys playing golf had those really thick old-guy glasses, they had no trouble spotting a kid in a wet suit, flippers, and scuba tank crawling out of the water hazard and onto the seventh green. I didn’t know exactly how long it would take them to get into their carts and zoom the 210 yards toward me, but they did move a lot faster than I expected.

I yanked the scuba fins off my feet, picked up the backpack full of balls, and sprinted across the green into the woods where Wyatt was hiding. I could hear the angry golfer dudes jumping out of their carts and heading toward our position. I tossed the BC (buoyancy compensator) vest, mask, and fins into Wyatt’s golf cart and then jumped into mine.

Wyatt could tell exactly what was going on by how fast I was moving. He could have said, “Wow, you set the all-time record for golf ball farming!” Or he might have said, “You are freakishly brave!”

But instead Wyatt chose to say, “I told you that last dive was one too many.”

Wyatt has a peculiar talent for sometimes saying the exact thing you don’t want to hear.

“We absolutely needed the golf balls,” I said.

“We absolutely needed not to be caught.”

It was hard to argue with the truth, so I just jammed my foot down on the accelerator pedal and rocketed the golf cart right back toward the seventh green.

One thing I can say for sure, the angry golfer dudes did not expect to see the trespassing kid in the wet suit blasting out of the woods and heading straight back at them. I could tell it didn’t make any sense to the foursome, because they all froze for a few seconds trying to figure out how I could possibly be so insane as to drive toward trouble instead of away from it. Since they were still on foot, I zipped right through the frozen foursome, spraying them with pine needles. After that, they didn’t stay immobile for long. All of them started yelling at the top of their lungs for me to stop (as if) and then scrambled toward their carts. But in the time it took for them to get their golf carts in gear, I was a few hundred yards down the fairway cruising toward the clubhouse.

One thing I didn’t expect was for the guys chasing me to use their cell phones and call in reinforcements. I didn’t actually turn around and see them make the calls. I just figured it out, because the next thing I saw was a squadron of golf carts rising over the hill just to the left of me. It kind of reminded me of one of those Xbox 360 games when you have just cleared a dungeon of a bunch of mutants and then you go through a doorway and there’s like a hundred and fifty new mutants waiting to rip your head off.

You would think I would have employed some kind of evasive maneuver and tried to outrun the ten golf carts that were now chasing me. But I didn’t do that. I kept heading straight for the Bluffs clubhouse. Once again, my odd strategy confused my pursuers. They had so expected me to veer away from them that some of them had anticipated my move and made turns in the direction they thought I was going. This caused a few of the golf carts to collide, and in the confusion I was able to jet ahead over a small rise where I could see the McGooghan Bridge in front of me.

The McGooghan Bridge, which, according to a brass plaque mounted on the handrail, was named after some Scottish guy who designed the course in 1803, was really narrow. It was only wide enough for one golf cart to go across at a time. If you were playing a normal round (and weren’t being chased by twenty angry guys), you would tee off at the first tee right next to the outdoor patio of the Bluffs clubhouse, drive across the McGooghan Bridge, and head out to the first fairway. But I was now doing the exact opposite—I was careening toward the narrow bridge and planning to drive across it in the wrong direction.

The golfers chasing me must have been pretty amused at my choice of escape route, as I could hear them laughing. It was hard to blame them, as I could see a colorful wall of ancient golfers wearing pink and green pants, white-coveralled caddies, green-uniformed groundskeepers, golf course marshals wearing blue jackets, red-vested valet parkers, black-aproned waiters, and gray-shirted locker room attendants lined up on the clubhouse side of the bridge, just waiting for me to cross so they could capture me, bring me to justice, and ship me off to a youth authority work camp, where I would be wearing some kind of orange jumpsuit. But there were three things they all didn’t know:


	The backpack next to me contained no farmed golf balls, only crumpled-up newspapers.

	By this time Wyatt had sent all five backpacks (which were stuffed with farmed golf balls) down the zip line.

	I was never going to make it to the other side of McGooghan Bridge.



The narrowness of the bridge worked to my advantage. No one wanted to risk a head-on collision with a psycho kid in a wet suit, so everyone on the clubhouse side just held their position. The old and angry golfers behind me had now spread out and thought they were herding me toward the narrow bridge. I raced onto the fairway side of the bridge, and, since there was no possible way to turn around, the guys chasing me simply stopped their carts and waited so they could enjoy the show of me getting captured near the clubhouse. Halfway across, I skidded to a stop, and, without hesitating even a millisecond, I JUMPED OVER THE RAILING of the McGooghan Bridge.

I know, it sounds kind of Tom Cruise-like and dangerous, but the McGooghan Bridge is only about fifteen feet high and I knew for sure I was going to land in a soft grassy spot. I knew this because the day before I had scouted this escape route. That’s why I chose that exact spot to hide the inflatable canoe.

The Bluffs Country Club is affiliated with the Bluffs Yachting and Beach Club. I only mention that because the Yachting and Beach Club was a deep resource for scavenging all types of nautical craft—like the inflatable canoe. Not many ultra-ancient dudes can paddle an inflatable canoe. But for some strange reason the members of the Y & B Club all own either kayaks or canoes. (They also own huge sailboats and motor cruisers, but that has nothing to do with my story.) I was pretty sure that the lawful owner of the canoe was probably one of the old guys yelling at me from the McGooghan Bridge but I was also pretty sure that the owner would never in a million years connect the bright yellow boat with something that he had bought and paid for. So I had scavenged the canoe, knowing full well I was going to return it after escaping down the Puerta River.

The Puerta River was more like a raging brown stream. But it was plenty big enough for the inflatable canoe to navigate. It was fast moving, particularly after a rain, and as soon as I pushed the yellow boat into the current, I was racing down the Puerta, leaving about fifty angry golfers and about the same number of country club staff behind me. I could hear their shouts echoing in the narrow granite ravine that held the Puerta. But the ping-ponging shouts became softer and softer as the current took me away from the country club.

I promise I’m not bragging, but my plan had worked really well. That’s kind of what I’m best at—planning stuff. I’m not like one of those kids you read about who dreams up a scheme to link up a bunch of computers and find a way to win at Internet poker (really happened), but when it comes to figuring out a way for the Outriders to go on cool expeditions and get the gear we need, I’m ultra-good. Which is why I was so surprised when the waterfall came up on me so quickly.

Of course I knew about the waterfall. What I didn’t know was how strong the current just above the falls could be. I had planned to navigate the canoe to a calm section of the river created by an enormous fallen pine. But now I realized my canoe and I had whipped past the small inlet and no amount of paddling on my part was going get me out of the churning rapids that were funneling me directly toward the falls.

I feel really comfortable on fast-moving water. I surf. I surf a lot. So it wasn’t like I was panicking. In fact my mind was clear and clicking through all my possible options:


	Jump out of the canoe.

	Stay in the canoe.



Unfortunately both option one and option two had the same end result: I was going over Puerta Falls. I made a split-second decision to stay in the canoe. A few months back I had tried diving off some cliffs (not huge ones like you see on ESPN). I came out of one of my dives and landed a little more horizontal than vertical. And it hurt—really badly. So my thinking was that the bright yellow boat was inflatable and my body was not—so I thought I’d let the canoe absorb as much of the impact as it could stand. Also—and this proved to be faulty reasoning on the part of my brain—I thought that if I was in the canoe with my paddle, maybe there was some way for me to navigate down the falls.

Here’s an important thing to remember if you ever find yourself in a similar situation: An inflatable canoe falling over a waterfall tends to act like a sail and lift the boat AWAY FROM THE WATER and into the AIR.

So none of my surfing or paddling experience was going to come into play; I was free-falling and, most frightening of all (I’ll admit I was now ultra-scared), the canoe folded in half and I was swallowed in a yellow cocoon of polyvinyl fabric. I couldn’t see or hear a thing. I didn’t know if I was going to land in the crash pool of the waterfall or splatter against the boulders that ringed the pool. For some reason Wyatt’s voice popped into my head. His voice said, “The plan wasn’t so good after all.”

Wyatt’s voice disappeared as soon as I heard the explosion. Well, it wasn’t really an explosion; it was the sound of the inflatable canoe smacking into the crash pool and rapidly DEFLATING. The next thing I knew I was deep underwater, tangled in the now-limp yellow canoe and struggling for a way to claw myself out of the wreckage and make it to the surface. Picture putting a roll of quarters inside of a napkin and throwing it into the water; the napkin would fold up around the quarters and sink straight to the bottom. I was now the roll of quarters and the deflated boat was the napkin.

I remembered Wyatt showing me a movie about US Navy SEALs. In one of the training scenes, the SEALs get dunked upside down in a deep pool. Their super-tough drill instructor tells them to follow the air bubbles to the surface. That seems like a really terrific survival technique, especially in a swimming pool where you can see the bubbles. But here in the deep, dark depths of the crash pool, I couldn’t see any bubbles. Not one bubble. But, like I said, I’m at home in or around the water, so I did finally claw my way out of what was left of the yellow canoe and find my way to the surface. I then took the biggest inhale of fresh air my lungs could hold. Apparently, at some point I must have been screaming, because I needed to take in a lot of air.

About now you must be wondering, were the golf balls really worth it? The answer is no, but the expedition to Willow Key absolutely was. I guess I should tell you why we wanted to go to Willow Key so badly. It had to do with our biology teacher, Mr. Mora. He is trying to become a doctor—not the medical kind, but the scientific kind. He is working really hard nights and weekends to get a PhD in biology from Ellistown University. In order to get this thing (he sometimes calls it a “doctorate”), he needs to do a bunch of research. He is in the middle of this project called a “biomass study” down at Willow Key. Apparently a biomass study is when you take a sample of water or dirt and count how much living stuff there is in it. If it is dirt, you may be counting how many worms or bugs you find, but with water you might be counting big stuff like fish or frogs, but also small stuff like algae and tiny microscopic animals and plants. That’s the kind of biomass study Mr. Mora wanted to do in Willow Key—the water kind. He wanted to see how pollution in the water was affecting Willow Key, which, if you saw a picture of it, looks a lot like the Everglades in Florida.

Just to be clear, I’m not some kind of science freak. Last semester I cruised to a solid B. I mean, biology and stuff is sort of interesting, but not the kind of thing I stay awake at night thinking about (like surfing).

The reasons I wanted to go to Willow Key were:


	I’ve never been farther than fifty miles from Surf Island.

	It would absolutely be a cool expedition.


	We owed it to Mr. Mora. (This should have been number one.)



MR. MORA

A lot of people talk about doing good stuff for the environment, but Mr. Mora really walks the walk. He recycles, he uses solar energy at his house, he rides a bicycle—he doesn’t even own a car. But he’s not one of those guys who is all in your face about it. Mr. Mora is always teaching how stuff is connected—not just the whole little-fish-get-eaten-by-bigger-fish deal, but how a tiny thing like throwing your chewing gum on the street can cause a bird to choke and the bird dies, and it might be a mother bird and then her chicks die, and then there is less food for the owls and then the owls die, and then there are no predators to eat the rats and so you get like a billion rats, and then the rats cause all these diseases and people start getting sick—all because you littered instead of putting your chewing gum in the trash. I know that example seems a little exaggerated, but still, things like that stick in your brain. And just like he cares about the ecology and stuff, Mr. Mora cares about us.

I don’t want to seem super-harsh about the other teachers at Surf Island Middle School, but not one of them cares as much as Mr. Mora. A few of the teachers are really nice, some cut you slack if you didn’t get all your homework finished, and a few go easy on you if you’re on the basketball team. But most of the teachers at our school are kind of disappointed that they ended up at Surf Island Middle. They would have preferred to score a job at Overlook Prep up in the Bluffs. Overlook is one of those private schools where you can live in a dormitory. (They call it a “boarding” school, but to me that sounds like a place that teaches surfing.) Overlook has a huge gymnasium that seats like five thousand people, a separate auditorium with a digital sound system and ten science labs with computer workstations installed at every desk. I know all of this for a fact because I have often visited Overlook Prep, just not during “official” school hours.

Our facilities at Surf Island Middle aren’t as high end as the Overlook campus. For example, our gym flooded a few years back and all the wooden floorboards are warped. If you try to dribble a basketball, the ball zings off at weird angles. Our basketball team (I’m the point guard) has adopted a “pass-only” offense, which attempts to completely eliminate dribbling. This strategy has won us a lot of home games, as none of the opposing teams are prepared for the ball ricocheting sideways and rolling out of bounds as soon as it makes contact with the gym floor. So I can’t really blame the teachers at Surf Island Middle for wanting to work someplace that isn’t so “warped.” Most of the Surf Island teachers apply for a job at Overlook every single year and then spend their time wishing and praying that there might be a teaching vacancy (which there never is). That’s another reason Mr. Mora is so cool—he actually got offered a job at Overlook and turned it down.

Mr. Mora never explained to us why he didn’t take the job at Overlook, but I have this theory. Well, it’s not all scientifically tested out or anything, so I guess it’s more of a “belief.” I think Mr. Mora felt that he had made a commitment to building the biology department at Surf Island Middle School (in fact, he was the biology department) and if he left, there would be no one to teach biology at all. This combined with the fact he’d have to wear a collared shirt and a tie up at Overlook Prep convinced him to turn down the job. After he said no to Overlook, you would think the other teachers would have really admired Mr. Mora, but I think the rest of the faculty started to view him as some type of loser, someone who wasn’t smart enough to appreciate the tremendous opportunity he’d been offered. We watched the other teachers walk past Mr. Mora in the hallways and refuse to make eye contact with him. It was like he had spit on their dreams and so they were sort of “spitting on him.”
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