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			For my darling children, 
who told me I couldn’t 
write a chapter book, 
so I did.

			

			Prologue

			Aidan’s heart pounded as he clung to the top of a quickly disappearing rock, watching the shark circle and the tide rise.

			Salty spray stung his face. Adrenaline surged through his veins.

			Aidan knew it wasn’t just one bad decision that had landed him here, teetering on the edge of disaster.

			Nope.

			It was the impressive work of a whole bunch of bad decisions all coming back to bite him.

			Twelve decisions, to be exact.

			

			That’s how he’d ended up here.

			He’d had time to count them all. If only he’d made different choices.

			Two and a half days ago, all he’d been trying to survive was the summer school holidays and another game of Fortnite.

			Now, he was playing a real-life game of survival.

			He was exhausted. His muscles ached. His skin burned. His stomach growled. But he had to hold on just a little longer.

			For the hundredth time since it all started to go wrong, he wished he’d chosen to clean up rat droppings instead of agreeing to deliver that stupid fishing kayak.

			

			Chapter 1

			Bad Decision 1:
Rat Droppings vs. Fishing Kayak

			‘Alright, kiddo, time to wrap it up,’ Aidan’s dad said. ‘You know what they say about staring at screens too long.’

			‘What?’ Aidan asked, not taking his eyes off the on-screen action as he pressed a button on his game controller to leap out of the Battle Bus.

			‘Your eyes will turn square!’

			Dad chuckled at his own joke while Aidan groaned, launching his character into mid-air. ‘That’s so dry, Dad.’

			Aidan jiggled the joystick to adjust the direction of his glider, guiding his character to a smooth landing.

			‘I mean it, buddy. Switch it off.’

			‘But I just started a new game! C’mon, just one more?’

			Dad lowered his voice. ‘Now, Aidan.’

			Aidan sighed, and left the game. Catching his reflection in the suddenly dark TV screen, he saw lanky limbs and headphone hair. When was that growth spurt all the other 12-year-old kids seemed to be having going to hit him? He hated feeling small for his age. ‘Alright, alright. This is so unfair,’ he grumbled.

			‘We made a deal these holidays,’ Dad reminded him. ‘You get free time in the mornings. We help Grandpa in the afternoons.’

			He removed his reading glasses, put down the mystery novel he’d been reading, drained the last of his coffee and stood up. ‘Let’s go find the old man and see what he has planned for us today.’

			They were staying with Aidan’s grandpa in the seaside town of Dunsborough for the summer holidays. Dunsborough was a four-hour drive south of Perth, where Aidan and his dad lived.

			To break up the long drive, they always made a halfway stop at the Crooked Carrot Café to order a large coffee (for his dad), a slice of the world’s best carrot cake (for him) and a peanut butter dog biscuit (for Barney, their black and white Border Collie).

			Usually, Aidan loved spending summer school holidays hanging out at Grandpa’s house. Dunsborough days were lazy days, filled with the freedom to spend time doing things they loved. They swam, surfed, stayed up late, played pool and ate burgers at Caves House Hotel.

			Between adventures, if they were just hanging out at Grandpa’s house, Aidan loved gaming. It was a way to stay connected and chat with his mates back in Perth, as they entered online battles together.

			But this year, Dunsborough days were not quite so lazy or free. Grandpa had called Aidan and his dad two weeks before Year 6 ended to tell them he was moving out of his house. And into Party Town.

			‘Dad, why does Grandpa want to move to Party Town?’

			Dad chuckled as he pulled on his work boots. ‘You do know the retirement village is really called Sunset Gardens, right, Aidan? Party Town is just Grandpa’s nickname for it.’

			

			Aidan rolled his eyes. ‘Of course I know that. I just don’t understand why he wants to move.’

			‘Well, he told me it’s because it’s the place to be for people his age. He’ll have good company and there are lots of activities like lawn bowls, tai chi, swing dancing and karaoke—Grandpa’s favourite.’

			Aidan could hear Grandpa singing an Elvis song as he and his dad walked out the back door of Grandpa’s little brick bungalow with Barney at their heels. They made their way through the grove of peppermint trees that hid the place where Grandpa spent most of his time at home—his shed.

			Grandpa’s shed was huge. Ten times larger than his little house. It was more like a workshop or a museum. And it was the main reason they were here. Grandpa’s household stuff would be easy enough to pack up and move to Party Town. But the things in the shed? They were a big problem.

			‘Has Grandpa always collected so much junk?’ Aidan asked as he kicked at an exposed tree root.

			‘Don’t let Grandpa hear you call his treasures “junk”,’ his dad warned with a wink. ‘He’s always loved rescuing broken or unused things from rubbish piles and tinkering with them. He gets a real kick out of making things useful again. The problem is, your grandpa thinks he can fix anything and everything. That’s why this old shed is crammed full of about 40 years of unfinished projects.’
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			Aidan groaned as he pushed open the heavy shed door. ‘Tell me about it!’ 

			They’d worked on clearing the shed for three weeks so far. Grandpa insisted that nothing could be thrown away. First, all the broken things had to be fixed. Then, they needed new homes. Every afternoon, Grandpa had a new project lined up for them.

			Today, Grandpa was holding a heat gun in one hand and a plastic welder in another. Aidan could see a square of sandpaper and a pair of needle-nosed pliers sticking out of the top of his overall pockets. On the ground, he glimpsed part of an upside-down hull.

			‘What are you working on today, Gramps?’

			Grandpa looked up and grinned. Even through his safety goggles, Aidan could see that his eyes were twinkling with excitement.

			

			‘My boys! Perfect timing. Let me show you this little beauty!’ Setting his tools down, Grandpa grabbed the end of the drop sheet and uncovered the rest of the hull.

			‘Aidan, come down this end with me. Mike, grab the other end. On the count of three, we’ll flip her over. One, two … three!’

			As they flipped it over, Aidan’s heart felt like it mimicked the action. It wasn’t just any old kayak. It was a fully kitted-out fishing kayak!

			‘Oh wow, Grandpa, this is sick!’ Aidan said, running his hands over rod holders and checking out compartments for holding bait, lures, reels and other fishing gear. ‘Where did you find this?’

			‘Washed up on the rocks about eight years ago, just near the swimming nets. It belonged to Jack Dawson, down the road. He left it tied to the jetty one afternoon, and the silly fool must have used a slip knot instead of a clove hitch because it came loose.

			‘I found it the next day, half-sunk and scratched up, full of holes. Beyond repair, he told me. Ha! Nothing is ever beyond repair, I told him.’ Grandpa chuckled.

			‘That old codger will have to eat his words. Look at it now. Good as new!’ Grandpa was gleeful, hopping from foot to foot, checking his repair work on the kayak from all angles.

			Aidan could feel the slight bumps in the hull where Grandpa had patched scrapes, buffed scratches and filled holes.

			‘Now, my boy,’ Grandpa clapped a hand on Aidan’s shoulder, ‘you have a choice this afternoon—stay here and start on the next project with me, or head out to deliver this kayak back to Jack.’

			

			Aidan didn’t hesitate. ‘I’ll deliver the kayak, Grandpa.’

			‘Righto! Mike, that means you’ll need these.’ Grandpa threw a pair of gloves at Aidan’s dad and pointed at a large cupboard in the back corner of the shed.

			‘Before I rescued it, that cupboard had a large family of rats living in it. They’ve left quite a lot of … evidence.’ He winked as Aidan’s dad groaned.

			Grandpa turned to Aidan, who wasn’t even trying to stifle his laughter. ‘Jack lives about four blocks over, so you can wheel the kayak there on its trailer.’

			‘And don’t dawdle,’ his dad added. ‘There’s a severe storm warning out for later this afternoon.’

			Aidan glanced up at the clear blue sky and raised one eyebrow. ‘Whatever you reckon, Dad. You just want me back quickly so I can take over rat-dropping duty!’

			They lifted the kayak onto its trailer, tucked the double-bladed paddle down one side and secured it with a tow rope.

			‘Hey, Dad!’ Aidan called as he started to pull on the rope. ‘In case you find any live rats left in that cupboard, do you know how you can get a rat to smile?’

			‘How?’ Dad asked flatly.

			‘Just tell it some cheesy jokes!’

			Aidan was still grinning as he guided the trailer down the side of the house, over the gutter and onto the street, whistling for Barney to follow him.

			

			Chapter 2

			Bad Decision 2:
Delivery vs. Detour

			There was no way he was going straight to Jack’s house.

			As soon as he rounded the corner and saw the gorgeous, glistening bay, Aidan decided that this picture-perfect Dunsborough afternoon was too good to waste. It was bright and warm with a gentle breeze that ruffled his hair and awakened his appetite for adventure.

			Oh, yeah.

			

			This kayak?

			It needed to be tested.

			What kind of delivery guy would he be if he didn’t do a little bit of quality control?

			He’d just take a quick detour.

			He turned to Barney, who was trotting along beside him. ‘We’ll just make sure it floats, OK, boy?’

			Barney tilted his head to one side.

			‘We can’t take it to Jack without checking that Grandpa has done a good job patching the holes.’

			Barney wagged his tail and whined.

			‘You’re right, bud. We should also check that it’s stable enough to land a fish.’

			Aidan tapped his thigh and felt the outline of the hand reel, lure and small fishing knife that he’d slipped into the pocket of his cargo shorts before he’d left Grandpa’s shed. Just in case.

			‘We’ll just take it out for a quick spin. We don’t want to get back before Dad and Grandpa have finished cleaning up all the rat poop. Let’s go to the beach!’

			Barney barked and bolted ahead.

			Aidan swung the trailer towards the beach. The wheels bumped over clumps of tussock grass before slowing as they hit the sand. Aidan kicked off his Crocs and tugged the trailer towards the waterline. He loosened the rope.

			Barney sprinted up and down the beach, returning with a perfect piece of driftwood. Aidan threw it as hard and far into the water as he could. Barney took off like a rocket, launching into the ocean with a splash.

			‘Race you, boy!’ Aidan called as he gave the kayak a mighty push, launching it into the shallows and running alongside until he was knee-deep.

			He lifted himself up and in. The kayak wobbled a little as he centred himself. He picked up the paddle and dipped it into the glassy water, the rhythmic strokes propelling the kayak further into the tranquil bay.

			The kayak glided through the glassy water effortlessly. Grandpa had done a great job with the repairs.

			Barney reached the floating driftwood and circled back to Aidan, dropping the stick in the water beside the kayak. Aidan scooped it up and hurled it for him to fetch again, further out this time.

			They continued their game of ocean fetch for a while, until they reached the far side of the bay. Aidan could see that Barney’s energy was starting to fade, and it was now too deep for him to stand.

			‘C’mon, boy. Up you get.’

			He reached over and made a brace with his arms for Barney to hook his front paws over. The dog scrambled his back legs, and Aidan helped scoop him up into the kayak.

			Barney shook himself, flinging droplets of salt water over Aidan. He turned three times in a circle before settling himself into a drop position at the front of the kayak with a contented sigh.

			‘This is the life, eh, boy?’ Aidan said, looking around the bay. Either side of the boomerang-shaped beach, the shores were lined with rocky cliffs and patches of dense scrub. A peregrine falcon wheeled overhead, its hunting cries echoing over the water. To the west, beyond the bay, the open ocean glistened in the bright afternoon light.

			

			The kayak floated gently towards the outer edge of the protected bay. Aidan knew that just around the corner was a great fishing spot. The local boaties tried to keep its exact location a secret from tourists, but it was pretty much the worst-kept secret in town. Aidan had overheard more than one local fisherman bragging to another about their catch and where it was made.

			How good would it be to bring home a fresh feed of yellowfin whiting, pink snapper or flounder for his family tonight? He really should head back and take the kayak to Jack, but …

			The temptation was too great.

			He glanced at the sun’s position in the sky, dipped halfway to the horizon. He had time. He’d just paddle out and around the corner, land a few fish, take the kayak to Jack and be back at Grandpa’s in time for dinner. Easy.

			

			He took one last look at the tops of the peppermint trees back on shore. Still. No breeze at all now. The sky remained clear, other than a few innocent, white cotton wool
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