I breathed in the mist of churning waters with the smell of damp rubber from the wet suit that I squirmed and tugged my body into before boarding the yellow school bus earlier that morning. Once at the shore lined with large blue rafts, the guides gave us a quick lesson in safety and rafting. After donning the yellow life jacket and helmet and choosing a paddle, twelve people waded into the calm, shallow water and clambered into a raft, six on each side. Our guide wearing a white helmet, climbed into the back of the raft and we were off. 

After a while our paddles dipped and slid through the water in a somewhat synchronized manner. Sometimes the current carried our vessel gently down the river without assistance. Then I noticed the rocky and tree lined banks on either side of the river. On this early September day, a gentle breeze carried the scent of pine, fallen leaves and damp earth. 

Now we sat anchored along the rocky shore, waiting our turn to manoeuvre through the biggest and fastest of the rapids, called Coliseum. The four previous rapids had been exhilarating as the raft tossed and turned us through the wall of water that rose and fell on and around us. 
Coliseum was different. Only one raft could go at a time and the others had to wait until the rapids was clear. The guides instructed us on what to do if we ended up in the water. Two zodiac boats were at the ready to rescue anyone that fell out of their raft. A second guide joined our raft and took his position at the front. We would be third to make our way through the most challenging rapid that we would encounter on this day of white-water rafting.
My heart raced as the first raft tipped on its side and four people fell out before it smashed back down onto the water and jostled its way through the rapids. Four yellow helmets bobbed in the frothy, white waters. The smell of diesel carried through the air as the rescue boats started their engines and moved towards the bobbing yellow helmets. I watched intently tracking each person until they were safely on the boat. 

With the first raft and its occupants secured on the other side, the second raft readied for the journey. Clenched jaw and gurgling stomach, I watched with dread. The raft plunged into the rapids and rode the waves up and down before tilting on its side. My breath caught in my throat as the raft turned upside down in the agitated waters. A guide’s white helmet rose next to the upturned raft. Then yellow helmets started to bounce up through the surface. I tried to count them, but the agitated waters moved them about too much to keep track. The guides managed to turn the raft right side up and climb in, continuing the ride through the rapid. The zodiac boats once again revved their engines and began the rescue efforts. 

Trying to appear calm consumed all my effort. I was sure the smell of fear permeated from my body. There was no other option. I had to go through these rapids. It now felt like a ‘when I fall out’ rather than ‘if’. The boats will rescue me. I have a helmet and life jacket. I will survive this. 

It was our turn. The blue raft poised at the top of the rushing waters. I braced myself sliding my toes under the cross tube, to hopefully keep from bouncing out of the raft. We plummeted into the first wave. Water splashed against me. The raft turned sideways, continuing to move with the churning waters. We bounced up and down. The rapid was in control now moving the raft every which way through the spray. Suddenly a wall of water collapsed on and all around us. The raft tilted on its side. I closed my mouth and eyes ready to hit the water. But when I opened my eyes, I was still seated in the raft and we were floating out the other side of the formidable rapids, past the rocks towards the shore. As the guide pushed the raft against the sandy bank, I exhaled, then inhaled the tantalizing aroma of barbecue. Our reward for making it this far was lunch prepared on the bank of the Ottawa River. 


