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Their days of tyranny were behind them and their days of freedom were ahead of them... at least until summer was over. The small group of boys threw their backpacks onto their backs or over one shoulder as they were escaping the doors of their small town school on the last day. Their shouts of ‘Freedom!’ could be heard clear across the playground.

As they dashed to the bike rack to free their bikes and begin their adventures Ricky tripped over his shoestring and went sprawling in the dirt. Even before his friends had a chance to give him a hard time he’d scrambled to his feet again. “And so it begins!” he laughed as he dusted the dirt from his jeans.

Ricky was known for getting hurt even more than the rest of the group. He had averaged one major injury a year for as long as the rest of the group had known him. Billy was the runner up for injuries, mainly because his were generally minor scrapes and cuts. None of them thought much of getting scratches and scrapes, unless they had to get stitches of course.

Four out of six of the group of boys were thirteen years old. Kenny was just a year older at fourteen and the youngest of the group was Dennis at only twelve. They didn’t count Dennis’s younger brother Marty, who sometimes tagged along, as part of the group. They usually ignored him as long as he wasn’t getting in the way.

Their summers were usually spent like most small town boys would spend their summers. They rode their bikes all over town; had races on side streets, and down hills. They had contests to see who could leave the longest skid mark after slamming on their brakes. They made ramps to see who could jump the farthest, even though at least one of them usually wrecked and got scraped up a bit.

They climbed trees and scouted for the perfect tree in which to build a tree-house. They’d been planning to build a tree-house for a couple of years and had been collecting boards to use which they stored in Darren’s dad’s barn. The problem was that none of them really knew how to go about getting it started.

They quite often went swimming in a swimming hole down at the river instead of the swimming pool where the ‘cool kids’ went. No one picked on them at the river and they could wear cutoffs instead of swimming suits if they wanted, which they did most of the time.

Little did they know that this summer would be different from all the rest. This was the summer that things would change. As soon as everyone had freed their bike from the jumble of bikes at the bike rack, they all took off for Bobby’s house. It was their favorite house to hang out at because his mom was known for having the best snacks to hand out.

As they raced around the corner of the block Bobby lived on they all suddenly stopped pedaling and coasted towards his house while staring at the house across from his. Right there in the driveway was a truck loaded nearly three feet above the cab with furniture and boxes.

Someone new was moving in!

In no time at all they were abandoning their bikes on Bobby’s front lawn and dashing inside. The six of them piled onto the couch with their faces all but pressed against the window while they tried to catch a glimpse of the new neighbors. Half of them practically jumped out of their skin when Bobby’s mother spoke up from the kitchen doorway.

“Why don’t you just go over and say hello?” she asked with a wrinkled brow.

“Are you kidding?” Bobby asked in disbelief. “They could be crazy!”

“Might be serial killers!” Kenny blurted.

“Might be!” Dennis agreed while nodding his head.

“Or worse...” Darren muttered ominously. “They might be...”

“Don’t say it!” Billy erupted.

“Vegans!” Darren declared with a grin.

“He said it,” Ricky sighed while shaking his head.

“You boys are ridiculous!” Bobby’s mother announced. “Anyone want a glass of Kool-Aid?”

The answer was a resounding yes from all of them and they instantly forgot about the new neighbors as they headed for the kitchen.

“Hey Mom, do you have any snacks?” Bobby asked as soon as he reached the kitchen doorway.

“It’s the last day of school,” Bobby’s mother pointed out with a smile. “Of course I have snacks! I made a big batch of oatmeal raisin cookies. They’re in the cookie jar.”

“You’re the best Mrs. H!” Dennis blurted as he rushed to the kitchen table. 

As the boys were helping themselves to homemade cookies, Jacob was helping his father and uncle unload boxes off of his dad’s truck. ‘This stinks! Just when I made a couple of friends who liked to actually do something besides play video games all day too!’

When he straightened and turned to get another box he noticed the clutter of bikes in Bobby’s front yard. ‘Bikes! Bikes means kids! Hopefully they’re at least close to my age. Wonder if Dad would let me go talk to them.’

Jacob began shifting boxes to the back of the truck twice as fast as he had been. A huge smile crossed his face when he had moved enough boxes to find his bike nestled in between their couch and a loveseat. Soon he had worked it free and handed it to his uncle who sat it on the ground for him.

“Dad! Did you see the bikes across the road?” Jacob asked when his dad came back outside. “Can I go see if they’re my age? Please?”

“Sure Jake, you’ve worked hard enough for today,” his father told him with a smile.

Jacob jumped over the side of the truck, swung his bike around to face out the driveway, and then swung onto it to ride across the street as fast as he could. He barely remembered to look both ways at the end of the driveway.

He laid his bike over at the edge of Bobby’s yard while looking at their assortment of bikes. Even though it wasn’t fancy, his was newer looking than all of theirs. Most of theirs had worn tires from miles of riding as well as scratches from being wrecked. To Jacob, that was a good sign.

After he had climbed the steps he stopped on the porch just before knocking on the door. ‘What am I going to say? Hi! I’m moving in across the street and thought I’d barge in on you on my first day here!’

‘No. I have to think of something better than that,’ Jacob reasoned while hesitating. ‘Aha! That’s it!’ he thought a second later before knocking on the door. “I noticed the bikes in your yard,” Jacob announced when Bobby answered the door. “Wondered if you have a bike pump. My tire might need air.”

Bobby looked out the door and shook his head no while holding up a finger. After swallowing his mouthful of cookie he answered. “I don’t but Ricky does. Hey Ricky!”

“Cool,” Jacob muttered quietly. “Soo... I just moved in across the street.”

“Welcome to town,” Bobby stated before taking another huge bite of cookie. “Oh, uh, want an oatmeal raisin cookie?” he asked around the bite.

“I never eat cookies,” Jacob replied with a straight face.

“Seriously?” Darren asked from behind Bobby. “Maybe they really are v...”

“Vampires!” Dennis cut him off with a laugh.

“No, I’m just kidding,” Jacob admitted with a grin. “My name’s Jacob. I mostly go by Jake.”

“Jake? From State Farm?” Kenny asked as he stepped in behind Dennis.

Jacob shook his head and rolled his eyes, “Gee, never heard That before.”

“Couldn’t resist,” Kenny announced with a chuckle.  “I’m Kenny but I go by Ken.”

“I’m Dennis, they call me Denny.”

“Bobby, this is my house, wanna come in?”

“Sure,” Jacob answered with a smile.

“That’s Ricky. That’s Darren, and Billy is still in the kitchen stuffing his face with Mom’s cookies,” Bobby stated as Jacob stepped in amongst the boys. “He needs to use your bike pump Ricky.”

“No problem,” Ricky replied before shoving a cookie in his mouth. “We can go to my house whenever,” he mumbled.

“Well, maybe. I’m not sure it needs air,” Jacob admitted as they made their way towards the kitchen. “It might though,” he added. ‘Technically it Might so that’s not a lie.’

“Hello, welcome to town,” Mrs. Hanson greeted him. “Would you like a glass of Kool-Aid and some oatmeal raisin cookies?”

“IF Billy hasn’t already eaten them all!” Dennis accused as Billy grinned and pulled out another cookie.

“There’s still a couple,” Billy professed.

“Thanks, I’d love some,” Jacob replied with a smile. “My name’s Jacob but I go by Jake. Not the same Jake as Jake from State Farm,” he stated with a grin while glancing at Kenny.

“I’m Mrs. Hanson but the boys call me Mrs. H,” she responded politely. “I’m Bobby’s mom. You’re welcome here any time.”

“Thanks,” Jacob replied with a smile as he took a cookie out of the jar Billy extended towards him.

“You guys aren’t v...,” Darren began to ask.

“Violin players are you?” Billy cut him off with a grin.

“Um, random! No, we aren’t,” Jacob retorted with a laugh. “Sooo... is there anything fun to do around here?”

“Sure!” Dennis blurted.

“Loads of stuff!” Darren erupted.

“Tons!” Kenny declared.

“Dude! You’ve GOT to come to the sleepover tonight!” Bobby asserted enthusiastically.

“Well, I can ask Mom and Dad,” Jacob stated with a smile.

“Noooo!” Kenny interrupted. “Let US ask!”

Dennis nodded quickly and grinned. “Yeah, parents are more likely to let you spend the night when someone else is asking instead of you.”

“You don’t want to miss it!” Billy insisted energetically.

“True, true,” Ricky commented after swallowing. “We’re camping out in Bobby’s backyard.”

“Cooking hotdogs and marshmallows over his fire-pit!” Dennis announced happily.

“Are you making Smores?” Jacob asked out of curiosity.

“Haven’t made any yet,” Kenny stated with a grin. “How can we make Some mores?” he asked with a laugh.

“Dude, that was corny,” Bobby declared with a chuckle.

“I could pick up stuff for Smores,” Mrs. Hanson offered kindly. “I usually don’t because half the time they eat the candy bars before it’s time to make Smores.”

“Oh, we cheat,” Jacob told her with a grin. “We buy those off brand fudge covered graham cookies.”

“Sounds like a brilliant idea!” Mrs. Hanson praised.

“Let’s go over and meet his parents so we can ask if he can sleep over!” Darren suggested excitedly.

“Good idea!” Dennis agreed. “Then we could give him a tour of the town before we set up the tent.”

Without further debate the boys all downed their Kool-Aid and hurried out the front door. Everyone grabbed their bike and rode it across the street to lay it over in Jacob’s yard before following him to the front porch.

In no time Jacob had introduced his parents and each of the boys had introduced himself in return. When Bobby asked if Jacob could come to the sleepover his mom agreed to let him so fast it surprised him.

Before long the boys were riding their bikes all over town while the group gave Jacob the rundown on who lived where. They took him past the local gas station, hardware store, grocery store, burger joint, and the ice cream parlor.

Everyone agreed as soon as Dennis had suggested complimenting Debbie’s smile if she was working at the ice cream parlor. “She has braces but if you tell her you like her smile she packs ice cream into the cone too!” Dennis informed Jacob with a grin.

“That’s the pool but obviously it’s not open yet,” Bobby pointed out as they rode past it. “They’ve got a good slide in that park though and the other equipment is ok too.”

“Cool, can’t wait to go swimming,” Jacob declared.

“We hardly ever go there to swim,” Kenny pointed out. “All the so called cool kids go there and they’re all jerks.”

“Oh,” Jacob said disappointedly.

“We’ve got a much better place to go swim,” Ricky announced with a grin.

“Yeah buddy!” Billy agreed with a nod. “We go to the river just outside of town where there’s a great swimming hole.”

“There’s a high bank next to it that we dive off of,” Darren informed him.

“Water’s probably still a bit cold but we might go swimming tomorrow,” Bobby commented as they headed back towards his house.

“We could at least go show him where it’s at,” Dennis suggested.

“True, true,” Ricky agreed with a nod. “Even if we don’t swim we could climb trees.”

“I Love climbing trees!” Jacob declared as they coasted towards Bobby’s yard.

Soon they were in Bobby’s backyard dragging a box out of the shed. As they began working a huge tent out of a cardboard box they told Jacob about finding the tent floating down the river one year after a bad storm.

In a short time they had strung a rope between two trees in Bobby’s back yard and then tied the center of each end of the tent to it. Two corners on one end were then tied to branches, and a hodgepodge of pipes and pvc tubing, were put in place to support the other corners.

A variety of different sized sharpened sticks were used as stakes to which an assortment of twine, rope and string was then tied to pull out on the tent where needed. When they were done the boys stood back and admired their work.

Jacob stood shaking his head and grinning. “What a beautiful mess.”

Everyone laughed and nodded their heads. As Bobby was telling him that even though it looked crazy that it would keep rain out, his mother stepped out on their deck to ask if anyone wanted more Kool-Aid. Naturally everyone headed for the patio door to get another glass.

After sitting on the deck telling dumb jokes while they drank their Kool-Aid the group of boys dispersed so they could go to their individual houses and gather up the things they wanted to bring to the sleepover that night.

When Jacob’s mother began fixing an early supper he reminded her that he was going to be cooking hotdogs over Bobby’s fire-pit with his new friends. Shortly after that Ricky knocked on his door to tell him he’d brought his bicycle pump so they could put air in his tires.

As soon as they had put a little more air into Jacob’s back tire, which had in fact been just a little low, Jacob grabbed his blanket, pillow, and a change of clothes, before they headed across the street. Most of the other boys were already in Bobby’s backyard and Dennis showed up a few minutes after they did.

He came into the backyard carrying a rolled up section of cardboard over his left shoulder and a sleeping bag under his right arm. After tossing his sleeping bag aside he laid down the cardboard and unrolled it to reveal several sharpened green branches for cooking hotdogs and toasting marshmallows. 

While Bobby and Kenny tied open the windows and door flaps on the tent so it could air out, Darren and Billy used two large tin cans to scoop the ashes out of the fire-pit. The ashes were added to Mrs. Hanson’s compost bin so that they could be mixed in. Ricky took it upon himself to carry everyone’s stuff into the tent.

When the pit was empty they each grabbed some sticks from a large pile in one corner of the backyard. A teepee of sticks was made in the fire-pit with a gap on one side so that it could be lit. They tore up the piece of cardboard Dennis had brought wrapped around their cooking sticks and put it into the center of the teepee.

Just as it was getting dark Bobby lit the cardboard and soon they had a crackling fire. They all took turns adding sticks until they were satisfied that it would work for cooking their hotdogs. Bobby ran into the house and returned with two packages of hotdogs, a bag of marshmallows, a package of fudge covered graham cookies, and a gallon jug of Kool-Aid.

Dennis pulled his pocket knife out first so he was the one to cut open the first pack of hotdogs. Soon everyone had put one on their stick and had begun cooking them. Bobby let Jacob know that he could put his hotdog on bread with ketchup or mustard, and even add relish. However, much like the other boys, Jacob figured that was too much work.

Soon everyone had gotten full and fell silent while sitting around the fire-pit staring into the fire. Just before Jacob was about to ask if they wanted to tell ghost stories Kenny stood up and solemnly announced, “It’s time,” causing the other boys to nod in agreement.

“Time for what?” Jacob asked while looking from one boy to another.

“Time to tell you about the mysterious ‘Cart-Man’,” Kenny answered somberly. “He has a fortress on the other side of town. His entire fortress is surrounded by a fence made out of wooden doors.”

“You mean like house doors?” Jacob asked before tossing a stick into the fire-pit.

“Yes, painted all different colors,” Bobby informed him.

“They say he can jump out of any one of them at any time!” Dennis blurted a warning.

“The ‘Cart-Man’ is hardly ever seen outside of his fortress,” Kenny continued ominously, “except when getting food or collecting supplies for one of his contraptions.”

“Even if someone sees him they barely get a glimpse of him,” Billy commented.

“Contraptions?” Jacob echoed.

“Yeah, he’s always making something,” Darren spoke up. “Has a yard full of stuff made out of old grocery carts and stuff.”

“I guess that’s why they call him the cart-man huh?” Jacob surmised with a chuckle.

“Well, that and when he Is seen he’s always pushing an old grocery cart that has mower tires on it,” Ricky informed him as he got up to pour some Kool-Aid.

“Unless he’s riding it down a hill!” Dennis pointed out. “They say he rides it down hills faster than some cars go!”

“Uh huh,” Ricky agreed, “turns it by putting a foot on either back tire.”

“Are you guys putting me on?” Jacob asked with a raised eyebrow.

“NO!” the boys replied unanimously.

“He uses that cart to move all Kinds of stuff,” Kenny declared seriously.

“Tell him about the robot,” Dennis suggested quietly.

“Robot?” Jacob echoed with a wrinkled brow.

“Yeah, he has a giant robot made out of old grocery carts,” Ricky stated coolly. “The cart that is the robot’s chest is where delivery guys have to put packages so the robot can keep them from being stolen.”

“Seriously?” Jacob uttered his disbelief.

“It’s true,” Kenny commented. “The chest locks shut when it’s closed.”

“It shocks people too!” Dennis erupted. “Tell him about the boy!”

“What boy?” Jacob asked instantly.

“There was a boy who tried to steal some packages from the robot,” Ricky said calmly. “The robot nearly killed him. People heard him screaming for blocks.”

“For blocks!” Dennis blurted wide-eyed.

“It’s true,” Bobby stated evenly. “I saw a delivery guy put a box in there one day. He wouldn’t even touch it. He shut it with a stick.”

“Who could get away having a robot that shocks people?” Jacob asked doubtingly.

“The ‘Cart-Man’ can!” Dennis and Ricky shouted.

“Tell him about the maze,” Dennis all but whispered.

“Maze?” Jacob questioned while picking up a stick.

“The ‘Cart-Man’ has a maze in his fortress,” Billy stated while standing up to stretch.

“Tell him about the bully,” Dennis whispered.

Billy gave a slight nod to Dennis. “There used to be a bully who picked on everyone,” Billy stated while staring at the fire. “He would beat them up if they didn’t give him their lunch money. I think he went into people’s houses and stole stuff too but no one could prove it.”

“I can’t stand bullies,” Kenny grumbled.

“Well, the bully made the mistake of sneaking into the ‘Cart-Man’s’ fortress through one of the doors that had been left open,” Billy informed Jacob while glancing at him.

“That was a mistake,” Dennis said quietly.

“It was a trap!” Billy blurted suddenly, causing Jacob to jump slightly. “The ‘Cart-Man’ had left it open on purpose. The bully got lost in the maze which is always changing.”

“Wait, it’s always changing?” Jacob asked uncertainly.

“Yes,” Billy replied without blinking. “Always.”

“Who can make a maze that’s Always changing?” Jacob questioned the possibility.

“The ‘Cart-Man’ can!” all but Ricky, who was getting a drink, shouted in response.

“The bully got lost in the maze and never found his way out,” Darren declared boldly. “He never bullied anyone around here again.”

“Yeah, he got trapped,” Dennis said quietly.

“True, true,” Ricky murmured. “Lost forever.”

“I thought he moved away,” Kenny stated with a wrinkled brow.

“Nooo! His parents were glad to be rid of him so they moved away without him!” Billy proclaimed loudly.

“Moved without him because he bullied them too is what I heard,” Darren interjected.

“Yep, moved without him,” Dennis agreed with a nod.

“What happened to the boy?” Jacob wondered out loud.

“The ‘Cart-Man’ kept him locked in the maze,” Ricky stated as he picked up a stick. “He put food out in the maze for the bully to find and kept him like a pet.”

“Who could keep a boy as a pet?” Jacob asked doubtfully.

“The ‘Cart-Man’ can!” answered the boys unanimously.

“I heard he trained him to pull his cart like a mule,” Bobby spoke up.

Jacob looked at Bobby. “How would he do that?”

“I heard that he’d put food behind a cart loaded with stuff. The only way the bully could get the food was by pulling the cart out of the way,” Bobby replied while staring at the fire.

Jacob picked up a stick and stirred the coals with it while a few of the boys nodded their agreement. Each story told became even more farfetched than the one before it. Any time Jacob questioned who could do such a thing the boys all answered in unison, ‘The ‘Cart-Man’ Can!’

Although by the end of the night the boys had convinced each other their stories were true, Jacob still had his doubts. When he finally fell asleep he had weird dreams about a mysterious man pushing a grocery cart. Every time he tried to see what he looked like all he saw was a blurry face.

Jacob awoke with a start in the morning and looked around the two room tent to find everyone else was still asleep. After rubbing the sleep out of his eyes he crept over the top of Ricky and Darren to slip out of the tent. Once he was outside he leaned back in while fighting not to laugh.

“Look out! It’s the ‘Cart-Man’!” he shouted into the tent. He then roared with laughter at the rest of the group who scrambled out of the tent with wide eyes. “Sorry! Couldn’t resist!”

“Oh you’re hilarious,” Bobby stated sarcastically.

“Uh huh, hilarious,” Dennis echoed.

“Just you wait buddy,” Kenny said with narrowed eyes. “I’ll get you back for that one.”

Soon the boys were all laughing and joking about who had been scared the most. After they had eaten breakfast they were off and running for their first full day of fun. It was quickly decided they would take Jacob by the ‘Cart-Man’s’ place on the way to their swimming hole so he could see it for himself.

Everyone filled a variety of canteens and plastic bottles with water, grabbed some snacks, and put them into their backpacks. They each shoved in an old towel, and away they went. Just before they reached the ‘Cart-Man’s’ block the group slowed to a stop to give a final warning. 

If the ‘Cart-Man’ came after them, it was every man for himself.

As they neared the ‘Cart-Man’s’ property Jacob marveled at a privacy fence that was indeed made of a variety of wooden doors just as described. He was surprised to find the brightly colored doors enclosed the yards of not one, but two houses. The boys assured him that the ‘Cart-Man’ lived in both of the houses.

They stopped across the road from the ‘Cart-Man’s’ property in front of a house with a vine covered balcony and overgrown yard so that Jacob could look at the assortment of yard art the ‘Cart-Man’ had. “Whoa, that’s a lot of stuff!” Jacob declared.

“Those are the dragsters we were telling you about that mark the corners of his property,” Bobby pointed out.

“I think it’s cool that they actually have slicks on the back and those skinny tires on the front like a real drag car,” Jacob stated while admiring the closest one. “Almost looks like you could just jump in and fly down a drag-strip.”

“They even have seatbelts,” Darren stated with a nod towards the closest one. “But if you put the seatbelt on you can’t get back out. Heard he uses them to catch more kids to pull his carts.”

Jacob eyed Darren doubtfully but he wasn’t about to go find out. He then studied a giant robot by the porch of the second house for a moment. “The way that robot is on one knee and holding its oversized umbrella at an angle makes it look like it’s fighting a storm.”

“True, true,” Ricky murmured his agreement.

“Look at the bent knee,” Billy stated while pointing. “Heard he uses it for a seat.”

“I heard he sits in it watching for kids to get too close to his property,” Dennis said while scratching an itch. “Then he tries to get them.”

“Let’s go swimming already,” Bobby suggested. “Wait!” he blurted a second later. “Look!”

They all stared as a delivery truck pulled to a stop by the ‘Cart-Man’s’ property. They had no way of knowing that the delivery man knew about the rumors surrounding the grocery cart robot. ‘I love delivering here when kids are around,’ the driver thought while hiding a smile.

He forced a frown onto his face as he walked across the lawn holding a couple of boxes. “Man I hate delivering here!” he grumbled loud enough for them to hear. He warily placed the boxes into the chest of the robot and then picked up a small stick. He pretended to make a few attempts to close the cage with the stick before breaking it.

After he broke the stick he slapped the cage shut, letting out a scream while shaking his arm, and hopping around. He was still laughing about how fast the boys had taken off while he climbed into his truck. “Just doing my part to keep an urban legend alive,” he chuckled to himself as he drove off.

“I thought you were pulling my leg!” Jacob screamed as he pedaled for all he was worth.

“No! It’s true!” Bobby yelled back as they raced away from the ‘Cart-Man’s’ property.

Soon the ‘Cart-Man’ was forgotten as they raced down a trail towards their favorite swimming hole. While everyone else hurried to jump into the water after Bobby yelled, ‘Last one in’s a rotten egg,’ Darren took his time.

Darren did a cannon ball off of the embankment sending a spray of water high into the air. A moment later several bubbles rose to the surface of the slow moving water and popped all around him as a sneaky smile creased his lips.

“Oh Dude!” Ricky blurted when it hit him.

“Grooosss!” Dennis screamed, swimming away.

“What’ve you been eating?” Bobby asked seconds later.

Darren erupted in laughter, “Rotten eggs!”

“Smells like it!” Kenny accused before he dove under the water to escape the smell.

The boys swam for hours, challenging each other to swimming races, as well as daring dives and other feats off of the bank of the river. When they finally tired they stretched out on their towels in the sun on a slim sandy shore nearby.

Soon the topic turned to tree climbing and a great debate began as to who was the best tree climbing expert of the group. Jacob announced that he thought he might be able to claim the title as the new champion. Before long the boys were showing Jacob some of their best climbing trees.

They quickly realized that Jacob wasn’t bragging and actually was an incredible tree climber. They watched as he walked along the top of one branch like a balance beam, then jumped across to another branch. Just when they thought he might fall he grabbed hold of a branch hanging down and pulled himself up it onto the branch above.

A quarter of a mile downriver from their swimming hole Kenny gestured towards a massive tree, announcing, “This is one of the best trees we’ve found for a tree house.” 

“Man, it’s almost perfect!” Jacob exclaimed.

“If it didn’t
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