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			Waylon just wants to fit in. He’ll throw rocks at the school. Or rip off a few cars. Or do what it takes so the guys will give him respect. But when the cops take him down, his mother dumps him with his grandfather for the summer. Then Waylon has to get smart . . . fast.
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			Chapter 1 
Mama’s Boy

			“HEY KID, GOT A SMOKE?”

			Waylon, off in a daydream, stared at the sky. He was thinking about all of the jobs he had to do after school. Waylon had to meet his brother and sister at the bus stop, cook them supper, wash the dishes. To top it off, he had a test to write this afternoon. Almost the end of the year, and still all this to do.

			“Hello? Cousin? Cousin?” Creed laughed. “Earth to Waylon. Hey, man, pay attention when my buddy Tony is talking to you.”

			Waylon looked at his older cousin and then at his friend, Tony. “Sorry, man, don’t smoke.”

			Creed slapped him on the back, “Well, I guess we got a lot to teach you then.”

			Tony shook his head and took a smoke from Creed’s pack. He flipped it up toward his mouth and caught it, easy as pie. Cool. Creed and Tony were cool – cool clothes, cool hair, cool moves. And Waylon wasn’t.
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			Waylon checked his watch. “Uh ... sorry guys, but I gotta get to class. Mrs. Walker’s gonna kill me if I skip again.”

			“Ah, who cares man? It’s the end of the year. You passed or you flunked, but it’s all over now.”

			“Yeah, but …”

			“Never mind the buts. It’s time for you to live, cousin. It’s what your dad would have wanted.” Waylon’s father had died in a car crash three years ago. Now Creed used the memory to push Waylon to do what he wanted.

			“Whatever, Cuzz. But I really gotta go. I have to write a test for Mrs. Walker. I’ll catch up with you guys later.”

			Creed flicked his hand at him, as if to dismiss his younger cousin. Tony just laughed. “Okay, nerd. Go write your test.”

			Waylon reached the school doors, threw them open and ran to class. He was late. He knew that Mrs. Walker was going to rip a strip off of him. He knocked on the locked classroom door, and then waited. At last, Mrs. Walker opened the door and looked at him.

			“Oh, Mr. Bell. How nice of you to join us!” He could hear his classmates snicker as he walked to his desk.

			“Yeah, sorry ’bout that Mrs. Walker.”

			“I’m sure you have another great excuse,” she sighed. Then she let him in.

			Waylon opened his textbook and tried to join in the lesson. The last week of school, and the old lady was still teaching. The other classes were watching movies and going to the park, but not his.

			An hour passed and Waylon heard a soft rapping noise at the window next to his desk. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Creed and Tony throwing rocks and laughing. Waylon tried to ignore them at first, but they kept on.

			When Mrs. Walker wasn’t looking, Waylon mouthed, “What do you want?”

			The guys motioned for him to come outside.

			Waylon looked out at his friends and shook his head, NO! But they kept throwing rocks. Tick, tick, thunk. They wanted him for something.

			Waylon looked at Mrs. Walker to make sure she hadn’t noticed. She was quietly marking papers at her desk.

			Waylon raised his hand, “Mrs. Walker, can I use the bathroom please?”

			“Yes, you may,” she said. Always correcting something. “But please hurry back. We’ll be having a short quiz on today’s work.”

			The class groaned. Waylon smiled, “Okay, thanks, Mrs. Walker. Be right back.”

			Waylon took a quick look in the hallway to make sure that no teachers were around. It was clear. Then bolted for the side door. Creed and Tony were standing on the ball diamond, kicking up dirt and smoking.

			“What do you guys want? I have to take a quiz, remember? I can’t hang out here all afternoon.”

			“So skip class, Cuzz. Screw this place. We got better things to do than hang out at school and do work. Summer holidays start this week anyways,” Creed said. Tony nodded his head, agreeing with him.

			“I just said I have a test. I’m gonna get in crap if I don’t go back!”

			“Whatever then … mama’s boy! Go write your test! Tony and me are gonna go have some fun.”

			Waylon went to the school doors, paused, and then looked back at his cousin and Tony. They were walking away.

			Waylon didn’t want to get in trouble again. But, on the other hand, he was sick of always having to be the good guy. He was tired of being the perfect big brother. He was tired of doing what the teachers said. As if this test would count toward anything anyways. It was the last week of school and report cards were out on Friday. He wanted to go have fun … for once.

			“Hey guys!” he yelled, “Wait for me! I’m coming!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 
The Big Dogs

			AS THE THREE OF them walked away from school, Tony passed Waylon a joint. Waylon grabbed it, reluctantly, and took a long puff. Coughing, he passed it to his cousin Creed.

			“Ha ha! I knew you were all right, Cuzz.” Creed told him. “Stick with me and we’ll have some good times together. We’ve got the whole summer now.”

			Waylon followed behind the older boys. They smoked and laughed, but Waylon kept wondering what would happen when he got home. He knew that he was supposed to meet his little sister and brother when they got off the school bus. He always did. But maybe just once …

			Waylon shook his head to quiet his thoughts. Get over it, he told himself. He was finally taking a risk and having fun. He wasn’t going to let his responsibilities ruin his fun. Looking after his brother and sister should be his mom’s job, not his.

			“Hey Cuzz, let’s blaze. Pass me that joint.” Waylon said this in a low voice, trying to sound cool.

			“Ain’t you all grown-up now?” Creed smirked. He passed the joint to his little cousin.

			Waylon took a puff and passed it to Tony. The older boy blew out the smoke. “So is this all you guys do when you skip class?”

			Tony shot Waylon a dirty look. “We don’t just smoke weed all day, man. We are business men, don’tcha know?” He smiled in Creed’s direction.

			“That’s right, Cuzz. You wanna see if you can run with the big dogs, or what?” Creed fixed his stare on Waylon and grabbed the joint from Tony.

			Waylon grew uneasy. “What do you mean?”

			“We run a little operation for the boyz. Nothing big, but enough for some coin. So are you in or are you out?” Creed asked.

			Waylon wanted to fit in with these guys. He wanted to have some fun over the summer. And he really wanted to get rid of the nickname “mama’s boy.”

			“I’m in,” he said. “What do we do?”

			“Just hit a few cars in the mall parking lot,” Tony shrugged. “No big deal.”

			“You’d be surprised how many people leave their cars unlocked,” Creed explained. “We find an open car. Then we grab anything we can carry. The big boys will pay some nice change for a new iPhone or a GPS.”

			“But … ”

			“Just watch for the car alarm light. If it goes off, just keep walking like you couldn’t care less.”

			They headed down the street to the mall. “We gotta split up,” said Tony. “Less chance of getting caught. Meet you back here in half an hour.” He took off, leaving Creed and Waylon.

			“Just watch me, Cuzz,” bragged Creed. He walked between the cars, testing the door handles. Suddenly, he opened one and slipped inside. In minutes he was back out with a handful of coins and a pair of Oakley’s. “These I’m keeping for myself,” he said, putting on the sunglasses. “Now you’re on your own. Let’s see what you can do.”

			Waylon was nervous. He tried a couple of car doors. Locked. He looked around and tried a couple more. Finally, he found an open door on an old beater. Forty-five cents in change and some lame CDs. Now he was sweating. He tugged the door on an old BMW, not expecting much. But it pulled open. Jackpot! In the glove box was a wallet with fifty bucks inside. He grabbed the bills and left the wallet.

			Waylon was the first one back at the meeting place. He handed Creed the money he’d taken.

			“Good job, man!” Tony told him. “You’ll fit in just fine.” All the other guys had scored were a couple of cell phones, about twenty bucks worth of coins and a cheap watch.

			“A watch! Oh, sh––! What time is it? My mom is going to kill me. I was supposed to pick up the kids an hour ago!” He headed off down the street. He could hear Creed and Tony laughing at him.

			“Mama’s boy!”

			* * *

			Waylon ran so fast that he buckled over when he reached his house. Maybe he was out of breath, or maybe he was afraid that his mom would actually kill him. He took a moment to catch his breath then walked up the front stairs. He opened the front door without a sound.

			His mom caught him. “Waylon Robert Bell! Get in here right now.” Her voice came booming from the kitchen.

			He walked past his little brother and sister. The two kids were playing with their toys on the living-room floor. They didn’t even look up as he walked by. Their big brother was in trouble, and they knew it.

			Waylon took a deep breath, pushed his dark brown hair from his face and stepped into the kitchen.

			“Well, where were you?” his mother began. “You were supposed to come home right after school, like you always do. You were supposed to meet your sister and brother at their bus stop.”

			“Yeah, but … ”

			“Then, I get a call from Mrs. Burton next door saying the kids were over there. So where were you? What were you thinking? What if she didn’t see them waiting outside? They could have been hurt or kidnapped. They’re just little! Answer me, Waylon.”

			“I was with Creed … ” His words sounded lame. There was no excuse for what he did.

			Waylon looked up at his mom, and studied her face. Since his dad passed away, his mom seemed to have aged a lot. Her once long, dark brown hair was now short and going grey. Her face had heavy lines. She worked two jobs just to make ends meet, and was still going to school part-time.

			He knew that he had messed up big time. “I’m sorry, Mom. I was with Creed and I didn’t know what time it was.”

			“So what about that thing on your wrist, Waylon? It’s called a watch, isn’t it?”

			Waylon just stood there.

			“And why is there a message on my phone from Mrs. Walker saying that you cut class? Again? You missed a test Waylon. Do you want to fail your grade?”

			Waylon kept his head down and didn’t say anything.

			“And you smell like weed. You think I don’t know? I was your age once. I’m not stupid. Your father must be rolling in his grave right now.”

			Waylon hung his head. He felt sweat pouring from his body.

			“You need to smarten up, Waylon!”

			He nodded, his cheeks turning red. “I’m sorry, Mom … ”

			His mom frowned. “Your cousin Creed is out of control. I don’t think that it’s a good idea to be hanging out with him this summer.”

			“Mom, he’s my cousin! I can’t just stop talking to him! I thought you always said that family comes first!”

			“Not if they are dragging you down, Waylon.” She stopped and thought for a few second. “No, I’ve decided. You are not to hang out with him anymore. You can hang out with kids your own age. Creed would be three grades ahead of you, if he ever passed anything.”

			“But, Mom … ”

			“Now go to your room. I don’t want to hear any more,” she sighed.

			“Whatever,” he mumbled.

			“What was that?”

			“Nothing.”

			“What was that?”

			“Nothing,” Waylon repeated. But he had something else in mind. He had other plans.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 
Rocks

			WAYLON DECIDED that he would make his break when his mom fell asleep. He knew where the guys were hanging out, and wanted to be with them. Not here. Not stuck in his room.

			He was fourteen now. He was sick and tired of always having to look after his brother and sister. He was sick of cooking supper every night. He was sick of doing homework. He was sick of cleaning up after everybody in the house. He was sick of being the parent. Most of all, he was sick of being called mama’s boy by his cousin.

			Waylon waited until the house grew quiet, then he put on his running shoes and his coat. He pushed a chair under the bedroom window, stepped up, and looked out. It was dark. The moon and the street lamps gave the only light. He lifted himself up with his arms onto the window sill, threw his legs over and jumped onto the soft wet grass. Thud! He took one look at his house to make sure all of the lights were still off and then started to boot it toward the school yard.

			As he approached the edge of the school yard, he could see Creed, Tony and someone else. Someone he didn’t recognize. This guy looked older than the others.

			“Hey, Cuzz! I knew you wouldn’t let us down!” Creed ran out to the ball diamond to meet Waylon.

			“Yeah, Mom tried to ground me, but I took off when she went to bed.” Waylon said. More than anything, he wanted these guys to think he was cool.

			“Right on, man. Well come on then,” Creed placed his hand on Waylon’s shoulder and they headed toward the others. “I want you to meet Leroy.”

			Leroy was the new guy, the tall one. He sported a red bandana on his head, and he had a jagged scar across his left eye. He looked to be about twenty-five.

			“Hey, lil’ man. Wassup?” Leroy’s voice was deep and raspy. Probably from smoking, Waylon thought. So cool. The man put out his hand for a fist bump.

			Waylon returned the fist bump, “Hey, how’s it goin’?”

			“Not too bad,” Leroy said. “We were just gonna crack a beer. Tony here jacked a few from his old man. You down?” Tony opened his back pack and handed out warm cans of beer to everyone. Waylon held back.

			“C’mon, Cuzz, it’s just a beer,” mocked Creed.

			“Yeah, I know. I was just waiting for you guys. I have manners, you know.” Then Waylon cracked the beer open and took a small sip, “It’s good,” he said. But, his face told a different story than his mouth.

			Creed and Tony cracked up.
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			“Ah, leave him alone,” ordered Leroy. The others stopped laughing. The three older guys started to walk toward the school. Waylon followed.

			When they got closer, Tony picked up a stray rock and threw it at the school. He barely missed the second-storey window. Creed tried, and the rock barely made it to the wall. The boys all laughed at his misfire.

			Then Waylon thought he’d try. What’s the chance he’d hit something? So he selected a fair-sized rock, took aim and fired it hard. The rock hit its target. The window shattered.

			WEEEEEEOOOOOOOWEEEEEEEOOOOOOOWEEEEEEOOOOO!

		

	
		
			Chapter 4 
Some Extra Bucks

			THEY RAN TOWARD the nearest alley. “Holy! That was awesome! Waylon, you’re pretty cool after all,” Creed high-fived his cousin. Waylon smiled. They were high on both weed and excitement.

			Their high didn’t last long. Behind them, they heard the shrill sound of a police siren. “Hide!” Leroy whispered loudly. They all jumped behind the nearest backyard fence.

			The cops slowly drove past them. Waylon crossed his fingers. He couldn’t afford to get in trouble with his mom again, let alone with the law.

			“Don’t move and don’t say a word,” hissed Leroy. His eyes were fixed on Waylon.

			The boy looked away. He didn’t know Leroy, and didn’t trust him. All he knew is that Leroy looked like he had lived through a lot. And the guy had muscles rippling under his shirt. If Leroy got mad, he’d get his butt kicked … bad.

			The patrol car stopped. Waylon clenched his fists and barely took a breath. The cops shone a light over the fence and the yard behind them. Oh man, we are so busted, Waylon thought.

			“All clear!” one cop said. The other mumbled a few words. Then the patrol car went on its way.

			The four boys looked at each other and waited. When the cops were gone, they burst out laughing.

			“That was close, bros!” exclaimed Creed. “I thought for sure that we were caught! What should we do now? Tony, any more beers?”

			Tony rustled through his back pack and threw Creed a warm one.

			“You might as well give me another one too,” Waylon said.

			Waylon felt like he was finally fitting in somewhere. After his father passed away, it seemed like he didn’t belong. Not at home. Not at school. Not anywhere. His mom was always busy and never had time for him. His brother and sister were too young to understand what he was going through. He had nothing in common with the other kids in his class. He felt like they always looked at him funny, or talked behind his back.

			But Waylon had a feeling that this summer was going to change everything. He thought that he would get some respect, at long last. Maybe he’d stop being a mama’s boy and become his own boy … his own man.

			* * *

			The four guys hung out in the dark alley for a while, passing smokes, joints, and warm beers. Creed, Tony and Waylon were laughing and talking. They kept replaying the moment when Waylon broke the school window.

			Leroy was silent. He was grinding a fist into his hand, deep in thought. He looked at the others, and then said “I got a plan.”

			“Yeah, what’s your plan?” Creed asked. He’s drunk, Waylon thought. But maybe Waylon was too.

			Leroy smiled. “We’re gonna rob the corner store.”

			The other guys stared blankly. Waylon broke the silence with nervous laughter, “You gotta be kidding. Why would we do that? Me and Creed live around here. That guy at the cash, he’ll know it’s us for sure.”

			“No, that’s not true. I got some bandanas in my back pack. We could tie them around our faces. That way no one would see us,” Tony offered.

			“I like the way you think,” replied Leroy. He looked at Creed and Waylon, “You down?”

			“Yeah, I guess,” Creed replied. “Then we’d have some extra bucks for summer.” He looked at his little cousin. “What about you, Cuzz?”

			The pressure was on. Waylon was worried. This was different from breaking into parked cars. It was big time, a whole other ballpark.

			“I don’t know. My mom would for sure kill me.”

			“I knew it. You’re still a mama’s boy, I guess.” Tony sounded annoyed. He turned to the others. “Let’s go, guys. Let him go cry to his mom. Probably gonna rat us out too.”

			“No, no. Not me,” Waylon insisted.

			“Yeah, right.” The other three were moving away now. Soon Waylon would be alone.

			He thought about how cool he felt after he broke the school window. There was a buzz. He’d taken a chance … and hadn’t gotten caught. He’d broken a rule, the law, and got away with it. The other guys looked up to him, admired him. Like he belonged. Like he was part of the group. And now they were walking away … for now, for the summer.

			Waylon made up his mind. “Wait... I’ll come.”

			“C’mon, Cuzz, let’s hustle,” Creed said, grinning.

			The four guys headed down the alley and took a right toward the corner store. When they got close, Tony passed out the bandanas. Leroy laid down the plan. “Okay, so here’s how it’s gonna go. Creed and me are gonna go in and act like we are looking around. Creed, you’re gonna ask the cashier for help to find …. uh, I dunno, ketchup chips or something.”

			“So what about the bandanas?” Tony asked.

			“Okay, so how’s this?” Leroy went on. “We check to make sure there’s nobody there. Creed keeps the guy at the cash busy. Then I come outside, and you and me put on the bandanas and rush in. You hold onto the guy at the cash. While you’re doing that, I’m gonna go behind the till and break it open. I know the guy has a bat behind the counter, so I’ll use that to crack it open.”

			“You sure?” Tony asked.

			“Sure I’m sure. Then I’m gonna pass money and smokes to you, Tony. That way you gonna just shove it all in your backpack.”

			“And me?” Waylon asked.

			“And Waylon, you got the most important job, bro. You’re gonna be the lookout. You’ll stand outside and keep an eye out for the cops. If you see ’em then you’re gonna bang on the window with your fist three times to warn us. If that happens, we head out the back door. And Waylon, you walk away like nothing happened. Later, you can meet us at Creed’s. Got it?”

			Waylon felt stunned. Yeah, he got it. At least he didn’t have to hold onto the guy in the store.

			Leroy cleared his throat, and got his bandana ready. The other two got ready to go into the store. There was a pause, a moment when all this could have changed. But it didn’t. Leroy nodded and gave the word. “Okay, let’s go.”

			Waylon leaned up against the concrete wall of the store while the others went through the door. His chest felt heavy and his heart was racing. It was like a ship anchor being lowered down his throat. Sweat started to pour down his forehead. He wiped it off with his sleeve and listened to what was happening inside. He could hear yelling.

			What was going on? he thought. Waylon’s stomach was churning and he was afraid he would throw up. He put his hand over his mouth to stop himself. But before he could puke, the glass door flew open. The guys came running out full speed.

			“Run, Waylon. Let’s move it!” shouted Creed.

			He used my name, Waylon thought. The cops are gonna have my name.

			The guys were running down the alley, but Waylon couldn’t move. It was like his feet were stuck in quicksand. His vision went blurry and he grew dizzy. He could hear his cousin yelling at him, but he still couldn’t move. Only the blaring sound of a siren snapped him out of it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5 
Truth

			Time to move, Waylon thought to himself.

			He ran full speed toward the alley. His mouth filled with spit and he had the iron taste of blood on his tongue. He felt like he was going to black out. He thought of being caught, shook off this feeling and kept running toward the alley. He made a hard left turn and then hid behind a garbage bin.

			What did I just do? He thought. On one hand, he couldn’t believe that he went along with this robbery. On the other hand he felt wild, like he was on top of the world. The last time he felt so alive was long before his dad died.

			Waylon knew his mom was going to be spitting mad if he was caught, but he didn’t care right now. All he cared about was dodging the police. Get out of here. Get home. Get away.

			When he thought it was clear, Waylon peeked out from behind the dumpster. He decided to make a run for it. But he should have looked both ways.

			“FREEZE!” shouted the cop. She had her gun drawn. Beside her was another cop with a K-9, a huge German shepherd.

			Waylon took one look at the gun and another at the dog. Then he dropped to the ground.

			“I didn’t do anything! I swear!” His hands and knees dug into the loose rocks.

			Waylon was breathing hard, scared out of his mind. Then he felt his hands being pulled behind his back. He felt the cold of the handcuffs and heard a metal crunch. They were tight around his wrists.
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			“If you didn’t do anything, then why were you hiding?” the officer asked. The shepherd sniffed and growled at Waylon. The other cop had to struggle to hold the dog back.

			“I don’t know … I was scared by the siren. And I didn’t know what else to do. I don’t know why you’re chasing me!” he pleaded.

			“Where are the others?”

			“What others? Who are you talking about?” Waylon would never rat on his cousin or his friends.

			“Oh, come on, kid,” she said. “You’re not doing yourself any favors like this. I saw you with the guys at the school yard. I bet it’s safe to say that it was you kids who broke the window.”

			Waylon gulped. “You must have me mixed up with somebody else. I was at home all night. Really. And I got thirsty so I decided to go get a pop from the store.”

			The cop with the dog just laughed.

			“I didn’t see any kids at the school yard on my way here. Really. I have no idea what you’re talking about!” Waylon kept rambling. Would the cops believe this? Would anyone believe it?

			“If you keep lying to me, I’ll take you down to the station and throw you in a cell for the night.” The lady cop threatened.

			“But, I didn’t do anything!”

			“That’s it! You’re coming with me!” She grabbed Waylon by the elbow and threw him in the back of the patrol car. The cop with the dog stood watching them.

			Where were the others, Waylon thought. Did they get away? Did they leave me behind to take the blame for all this?

			But he said nothing. When they got to the station, the cop placed him in a holding cell. It wasn’t really a jail cell, just a room. A room with no windows. But it was brightly lit, and the light hurt his eyes. There was a metal cot with a thin, beat up, lumpy old mattress pad.

			“You’re staying in here until you talk! We have reason to believe that you were involved in this robbery,” The policewoman said. “In the meantime, I’ll be calling your parents!”

			“I don’t have parents. I have a mom!” Waylon snapped back.

			No one cared. The cop slammed the cell door and left him alone. Hours passed. One, two, three. It felt like forever.

			Waylon knew that he was dead meat once his mom got there. But he couldn’t rat out his cousin and his friends. That broke the code. The code of silence. Besides, Leroy seemed like a crazy guy. If Waylon talked, he’d get the crap kicked out of him.

			Sometime after midnight, the cell door opened. There stood his mom, the officer standing behind her. His mom looked tired. Waylon thought that she would start spitting fire any second.

			“Has your story changed at all, Waylon?” the policewoman asked. How much else did she know?

			“No! I told you that I didn’t do or see anything!”

			The policewoman turned to Waylon’s mom. “Ma’am, there’s not much we can do if he’s not willing to talk to us.” Then she turned her gaze to Waylon. “If I find, or I should say, when I find those other boys … and they tell me that you were with them, you’re going to wish that you told me the truth tonight. You remember that. Now, get out of here before I change my mind.”

			Waylon put his head down and followed his mom out to the car. She did not speak the whole way home. When they got into the house, she only said three words: “Go to bed.”

			“Mom, I’m really sorry!”

			“Don’t talk to me right now, Waylon. I don’t want to hear it. I don’t think I’ll ever want to hear it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6 
Consequences

			SUNLIGHT SHONE through Waylon’s window the next morning. He woke up, and his eyes stung. He had hardly slept. He had been up all night thinking about what happened. He didn’t know how to feel. Part of him was upset that he let down his mom. Part of him felt excited and more grown-up.

			He was proud that he didn’t rat on the guys. He thought that his dad might have been proud of him, too. Maybe. Waylon’s dad had been a bit of wild guy. At least, that’s how Waylon remembered him. He thought of the time that they went to the Ex and both rode the Zipper ten times in a row. His dad would have done anything for his family. When his dad was alive, every day seemed like an adventure.

			Waylon pictured his dad putting an arm around his shoulder. “Right on, boy.” That was enough to put a smile on Waylon’s face. He sat up and then got out of bed

			Waylon was calling the shots now. After all, with his dad gone, he was the man of the house. He was no mama’s boy. Not anymore.

			Then, real life. “Waylon, get out of bed now!” his mother shouted. Her voice hit him like a hammer.

			He jumped out of bed and slowly made his way into the kitchen. The rest of his family was at the table eating breakfast.

			“I’m up, Mom. What’s for breakfast?” Waylon smiled. Then he patted his brother and sister on the head. They ignored him.

			His mother didn’t return the smile. “Sit down and eat,” she said softly. This quiet voice scared Waylon more than when she raised her voice. Something was coming, and it wouldn’t be good.

			Waylon sat down and ate. Bacon, eggs, and hash browns – his favorites. He wondered why his mom would make his favorite meal when she was so angry with him. This made him a bit nervous, and a bit hopeful. Maybe she’s not so mad at me, he thought.

			“Hurry up and finish, kids. We’re going on a road trip.”

			What is going on? Waylon wondered. When he was in trouble, there was no such thing as a good breakfast or a road trip.

			But one look at his mother and he knew. Better not ask questions right now. Better to wait for her to cool off. Maybe she wasn’t that angry with him. Maybe she thought it was okay that he didn’t rat out his cousin or his friends.

			Or maybe not. There was no telling.

			Waylon helped load his little brother and sister into the back seat of his mom’s old car. He hopped into the front and fastened his seatbelt. His mom backed the car out of the driveway with a loud screech and headed toward the highway. Except for the sound of his brother and sister playing, the car was silent.

			When they had driven for an hour, his mom broke the silence. “You’re going to see Moushoum Peter.”

			“For a visit?” Waylon asked.

			“For the summer,” she told him. “I don’t know what else to do with you, Waylon. Not after last night.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			No answer. She wasn’t kidding.

			Moushoum Peter was his dad’s dad – his grandfather. He was an old ironworker who lived by himself in the valley. The old guy liked to listen to old-time country music. He also liked to smoke cigars and sip a beer now and then. Waylon remembered visiting him when his father was still alive. The old guy always made Waylon a bit nervous. He was strict and seemed mean, even with his dad.

			“The whole summer?” Waylon asked.

			“That’s what I said.”

			“But Moushoum is so weird, Mom. All he does is smoke and tell weird stories. I mean, who lives in the woods all alone, anyway?”

			“Show some respect, Waylon. Moushoum Peter raised your father, and your father was a good, hardworking man. Not like one young man in our house.”

			“Ma …”

			“Peter just does things his own way,” his mother went on. “He lives off the land like our ancestors used to do. He just doesn’t like being around people ever since your kohkum died.” His mom sighed and looked in the mirror. Waylon barely remembered his kohkum, his grandma.

			“Are you kids doing okay back there?” She looked at her kids in the back seat. They smiled, nodded yes, and went back to playing with their toys.

			Then she looked over at Waylon. “Maybe you will learn something from him, Waylon. I really hope you do.” She fell silent again.

			What am I gonna learn? he thought. How to be a grumpy old man? If dad was around this wouldn’t be happening! Waylon sighed, but said nothing.

			For the rest of the trip, Waylon stared out his window at the green, rolling hills. He hated the country, even though he didn’t quite know why. He’d always been a city kid; maybe that was it. Or maybe because the green hills made him think of his dad. It reminded him that his dad was dead and that he was never coming back.

			The trip was long: the highway, a small road, and then a dirt road. At last, they arrived at the turn-off leading to Moushoum Peter’s cabin. The road to the cabin was lined with thick brush that licked the side of the car. The road spat rocks as they got closer. Up ahead was the cabin.

			Waylon could see his moushoum sitting on the stoop, smoking a cigar.

			“Ah man, this sucks,” whined Waylon. “I don’t wanna stay here, Mom. Please, let’s just go back! There’s not even a toilet here!”

			“After last night, your opinion doesn’t count for much.”

			“Mom, I’ll be good. I’ll take care of the kids while you go to work and school. And I won’t hang out with Creed anymore.”

			“Too late, Waylon. You should have thought of that yesterday. Before the police picked you up.”

			“Ma … ”

			“This is for your own good, Waylon. This is the only way you’re going to stay out of trouble this summer. I can’t trust you right now, and I don’t have the time to watch you 24–7. I have to go to work to put food on the table and you … you …. ” Her voice dropped off.

			The car came to a stop in front of Moushoum Peter’s cabin. He stood up, wiped the dust off of his jeans, butted out his cigar and walked toward the car. Waylon’s mom got out and greeted the old man with a hug.
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			Waylon didn’t budge. No one was going to make him do anything that he didn’t want to do. Let them even try to get him out of the car. Just let them. It wasn’t going to work.

			“Come on now,” his mom said. “Get out of the car and come say hello to your moushoum.”

			Waylon’s eyes were fixed straight ahead. No way was he getting out of this car. No way was he spending a whole summer out here. He was a man now. They had better treat him like one.

			But then the passenger door flew open. Moushoum Peter stood beside him. He was taller than Waylon remembered. Stronger, too.

			“C’mon, my boy. We got work to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7 
Work to be Done

			MOUSHOUM PETER grabbed Waylon by the arm and yanked him out the car. He pulled so hard that the boy fell onto the dirt.

			Waylon could feel himself getting angrier and angrier. If this is what the summer was going to be like, he’d rather stay in the dirt. They couldn’t just leave him like this, could they?

			But the car’s engine started up. Then it was in gear, backing into the turn spot, and then moving forward. The tires threw up small rocks as his mom drove off.

			Waylon felt abandoned. He couldn’t believe that his mom would just leave him at a place like this. No running water, no cable, no phone, and no computer. Not even a bathroom. What was he supposed to do here all summer?

			He turned his angry gaze toward his grandfather.

			Moushoum Peter answered as though he had been listening to his thoughts. “Get up off of your arse, my boy. I’ll show you where you will be sleeping for the summer.”

			Waylon waited on the ground. All he wanted to do was crawl in a hole and die. Summer was supposed to be a time to hang out with your friends and have fun. But now this.

			“Get up, my boy. Act your age,” the old man said.

			Waylon sighed and got up then he followed him inside. The cabin had a very small living area. There was a sitting room, a kitchen with a wood-burning stove, and a small bedroom. There was no bathroom. “You’ll be sleeping over dere,” Moushoum Peter pointed to the sitting room with his lips. Against the wooden wall was a folded cot.

			Waylon dropped his bag on the floor and let out a big sigh.

			“All right now, you’ve seen where you’re sleeping. So, you better come with me. We got some chores to take care of.”

			Waylon tried to figure out what to do. What would Creed say, or Leroy? They’d stay cool. Simple as that.

			“No, thanks,” Waylon said. “I’m just gonna chill out here, maybe take a nap. I’m tired from the drive. And my mom should be back soon to get me.”

			“You’re mom’s not coming back, my boy. Not till the fall. And maybe not den. So you and I gotta work something out.”

			“You can’t do this. You can’t make me.”

			A smile came over the old man’s face. “And I said, let’s go. You’re gonna have to help out if you’re staying with me dis summer. You’re not gonna just be lazing around. You’re stuck with me, my boy.” There was a stern look in his eyes as he took a long puff on his cigar. Then the old man blew the smoke in Waylon’s direction.

			Waylon blew the smoke away. “Don’t tell me what to do, old man! I haven’t even seen you since my dad died. Like you even give a crap about me. I don’t even wanna be here, so I don’t plan to do a thing. Nothing. Got that? So just leave me alone.”

			Quiet. The room was heavy with silence and tension.

			At last Moushoum Peter raised his eyebrow and scratched his forehead. “Alright, do what you want, Waylon. Do what you want.”

			Waylon had won this fight. He watched his moushoum walk out the front door and then he set up his cot. In no time he was asleep. He awoke to the smell of stew and bannock cooking. The smell reminded him of the old days, camping with his dad. Waylon was so hungry that his mouth started to water. He got up and asked Moushoum Peter, “When’s supper ready?”

			“Well, I’m gonna eat soon. You? You don’t get any supper tonight. You gotta work for your keep, my boy. Always remember dat.”

			This was so unfair. Waylon was going to starve just because he didn’t do any chores? “You can’t do that,” he said. That’s child abuse, Moushoum!”

			“Who said you’re still a child? From what I hear … ” but he didn’t finish.

			“It doesn’t matter. You can’t just … ”

			“Sure I can. The human body can survive for a long time without food, my boy. As long as you drink water, you’ll be fine.” Peter laughed and handed him a glass of water. “As for tonight, you don’t get nothin’.”

			“You can’t do this.”

			“Just did. Now go to bed, my boy. You have a long day ahead of you, once you change your mind.”

			Waylon drank his water in one gulp and then slammed the glass on the counter. He went back to his cot and listened to the sounds of Moushoum eating. This made him even angrier. He wanted to run away; but, he had no idea where he was or how to get home. And what would he do when he got there?

		

	
		
			Chapter 8 
Gonna Work Today?

			WAYLON’S RUMBLING stomach woke him from a deep sleep. He had never been so hungry in his life. The sun wasn’t even up.

			Moushoum was already sipping on a coffee at the kitchen table.

			“Good morning, my boy!” Moushoum Peter said cheerfully.

			“Morning,” mumbled Waylon.

			“You gonna work today?”

			Waylon looked at the eggs, bannock and bacon on the counter. He could have said no. No, he wouldn’t work. But then he’d be drinking water. Instead he nodded, yes.

			“Dat’s what I like to hear. C’mon and have some breakfast, then. You’ll need food for your muscles.”

			After breakfast, Waylon and his moushoum headed outside. The sun was just beginning to peek over the hills. It had been a long time since he had been up this early. He remembered the day. It was when the police came with awful news: his father had been in a car crash. His dad didn’t make it. Dead before he reached the hospital.

			Dawn and death. That was the connection.

			“You’re gonna work hard today, my boy. First, you see dat tall grass over dere? You’re gonna cut dat down. Then you’re gonna go gather eggs from the chickens and feed ’em. Then you can milk Miss Loretta Lynn over dere,” he pointed to his dairy cow. “When you’re done all dat, you can come in and have some lunch. Understood?”

			“Cha, I guess so...”

			“Good.” The old man turned around and walked up to the house. He lit a cigar and sat on the step.

			Waylon watched his moushoum with dismay. “Well, aren’t you gonna do anything? Don’t tell me I have to do this all by myself!”

			“Watch what you say, my boy. I got to make sure you do the work the right way. I’m an old man and you’re a young guy. I need a break once in a while.”

			Waylon walked toward the shed to get the lawn mower. “This is bulls—!” he mumbled.

			“I heard dat!” laughed Peter. “Get to work or you won’t be getting lunch!”

			Waylon shut up, but that didn’t change how he felt. He put all his anger into pulling the starter on the mower. Then he worked all morning in the blazing hot sun. The grass, the chickens, the cow – Waylon cursed them all.

			While he worked, Waylon dreamed about running away – not just from his moushoum but from his mom too. After all, she was the one who had brought him here. Maybe he could go back to the city and live with Creed. Creed’s dad wouldn’t mind. Then he and Creed could do whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted. That’s what summer was for.

			Moushoum’s booming voice broke through Waylon’s thoughts. “LUNCH TIME! And bring in dat milk you got from Miss Loretta Lynn.”

			This guy is so weird, Waylon thought. He grabbed the bucket of milk and went inside. He and his moushoum ate lunch together, sharing not one word. When they were done, Moushoum Peter told him to clean up. That meant putting his plate in the bucket that served as a sink. Then it was back to work.

			Waylon’s next job was to chop some wood for the stove. He went back behind the cabin and found the axe. Just an axe. Anyone else would have a chainsaw, but not Moushoum.

			He lifted the axe and let the weight bring it down. A tiny chip went flying. At this rate, he’d be chopping wood for hours. And he did. Moushoum kept watching him from the step.

			“Is this good enough?” called Waylon. His back and arms were aching. It felt like his muscles were on fire.
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			“Keep going!”

			“Are you serious?” Waylon’s hands were blistered already.

			“What do you think?”

			“But I’ve got blisters.”

			“And I got a stove dat needs wood. Now chop, chop.” Moushoum laughed at his own joke.

			“Whatever,” mumbled Waylon. He chopped more wood and made a second pile, and the old man did nothing. Nothing.

			“Dat’s good now!” yelled Moushoum. “Bring an armful in the house. We got to get the stove goin’!”

			“Fine!” Waylon grabbed as much wood as he could fit into his arms. It was heavy and made him stagger when he walked toward the house. He kicked the door open with his foot and dumped the wood in front of the stove. Now his whole body hurt. His hands were cut up and slivered. He’d worked the whole day, and his grandfather did nothing but watch.

			“Go get cleaned up while I make us some supper.”

			“Uh, where do I do that?” Waylon asked. “You don’t have a bathroom, remember?”

			“Dere’s a dugout in the back. Just watch out for the ticks and leeches,” laughed Peter. Then he saw the look on Waylon’s face. “Just kidding, my boy. Go get some water from the well.”

			When Waylon got back there was fresh, hot bannock on the table and rabbit stew on the stove. Willie Nelson sang on the old record player. The food smelled good, but the music was awful. So this was his reward for a crappy day of hard work.

			“You serve yourself in my house,” Peter pointed his lips at the stove. Then he poured himself a bowl of stew and sat down at the table.

			Waylon followed suit. They ate in silence for a while. Then Peter slurped the last of his stew and pushed his bowl to the side. “Let me tell you a story.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9 
A Bedtime Story

			“WHEN I WAS about your age, maybe a bit older,” Moushoum began, “me and my brother Carl, we would get into all kinds of trouble. Your great-grandma would give us a lickin’ real bad, sometimes. But most times we deserved it. When we would get real out of hand, she’d sit us down and tell us about the Roogaroo. She said dat if we didn’t listen, and if we didn’t get home when we were supposed to, dis Roogaroo was gonna get us. And eat us.”

			Waylon just looked at his grandfather. Was the old man crazy?

			“Don’t you know what a Roogaroo is, my boy?”

			Waylon shook his head. He kind of remembered his dad talking about it, but that was a long time ago.

			Moushoum lit up a cigar. “Well, I’ll tell you. A Roogaroo is a big mean wolf, a wolf dat can change into anything at all. Its lips are all ragged and bloody. You know why? ’Cause it chewed off its own lips. ’Cause the darn thing is so hungry, all the time. All it can think about is its next meal.”

			That made sense to Waylon.

			“Nothing can stop its hunger – it’ll keep on eating and eating and eating. And its favorite thing to eat is … kids.”

			Waylon had to force down a smile. The old man was really going on this time.

			“Not good kids, but kids who don’t listen to their moushoums and kouhkoms.” The old man’s mouth curled into a smile.

			“Yeah right! As if!” Waylon replied.

			“You think I’m making dis up, my boy?”

			“I’m too old for these stories, Moushoum.” Waylon could see what the old man was trying to do.

			Moushoum Peter waved his hands above his head. “It’s true, it’s true. And you know why I know it’s true? Because I seen dat sneaky Roogaroo. I seen it, and I never want to see it again.”

			Waylon shook his head.

			“Me and Carl, we were walking back to your great-grandma’s house. We were late and I knew that she was gonna take the switch to us. But, we didn’t care. We was having fun. We didn’t think about our mom being worried sick about us. We was just goofing around, like you kids say. So we were taking our time – fightin’ and hollerin’ – until we heard dis low, growling sound come from behind a tree. It made the hair on the back of my neck stand straight up. At first I just thought it was Carl’s stomach, but then it came again. We both heard it … ”

			Waylon didn’t believe him, and didn’t care about the story. All he could think about was getting back to the city. How could he get out of here? When could he make the break?

			Peter kept on. “All of a sudden, dis big darn wolf comes walking out from behind a tree. We froze. Just froze. I never been so scared in all my life. Dis thing just circled around us – staring us down. Its fur was all matted and dark. Its eyes were glowing red. Its breath smelled like rotting flesh. I had never seen anything like it, ever.”

			“So what did you do?” Waylon asked. As if he cared.

			“Your great-uncle and I was just praying hard. ‘Please, God, please make dat thing go away. We’ll listen to our mom. We won’t do no more bad things. Just make it go away, Lord. Please.’ And just like dat, poof, it was gone. It must have gone back behind dat tree. So the two of us, we just ran hard back home. I never told my mom what happened. But we never stayed out past dark after dat. We never wanted to see dat Roogaroo again.”

			“Nice story, Moushoum,” Waylon said. Then he yawned. “So really, I’m getting tired. I did a lot of work today and I wanna go to bed now.”

			“Oh, all right. Dis old man better hit the hay too. Tomorrow, we’re gonna tend the garden. We gotta dig a few potato hills.” Moushoum Peter stood up and butted out his cigar in the ashtray.

			Not me, Waylon thought. I’m out of here tonight.

			“Night boy, sleep tight. And don’t let the Roogaroo bite.” Moushoum Peter laughed. Waylon could still hear him laughing in his room.

			“Crazy old man,” Waylon mumbled to himself.

			Waylon made up his cot like he was sleeping in it. Then he waited until he could hear Moushoum in his bed. At the first hint of a snore, he tiptoed to the door. Outside, the night was dark and a bit scary. But inside was a crazy old man and too much work waiting to be done. Waylon took one more look at his moushoum’s door and made his escape.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10 
The Growl

			OUTSIDE, IT WAS pitch black. It took a few minutes for Waylon’s eyes to adjust. The moon hid behind a blanket of clouds. Thick mist blanketed the ground. It wasn’t this dark in town, and he was scared.

			Smarten up, Waylon thought to himself. The road can’t be too far. I can get there and then hitch a ride back to the city. I’ll be at Creed’s by morning.

			He stepped out and looked to the right, then to the left. He saw a narrow path straight ahead, leading toward the thick brush. He figured that the road had to be just beyond the trees.

			Waylon looked back at the house. He had to be sure his moushoum had not woken up. No sign of life. Then he smiled to himself and walked into the bush.

			A loud crack of thunder echoed in the sky. Waylon felt drops of rain on his forehead. Just what I need, he thought to himself. How can this night get any worse? The sky answered with a downpour.  Waylon took cover under the nearest tree.  Maybe it wasn’t the smartest idea in a thunderstorm, but it kept him a little drier. I’ll just wait here a bit till it stops, he told himself. Then I’ll head to the highway. 

			Waylon couldn’t wait to see his cousin. He would tell Creed all about the crazy old man. And this awful place. Creed wouldn’t believe that someone could live with no running water, no Internet, and no TV. And only an outdoor toilet! Who even lives like that these days?

			At long last, the rain let up enough for Waylon to keep moving. He wondered if his grandfather was still asleep. The thunder might have woken him up. Or maybe not. In the morning, he’d figure out that Waylon had run away. But Waylon would be at the highway before then. Long before then.

			Waylon walked for what seemed like hours. He still hadn’t found the highway. It seemed like he had passed the same bunch of trees a couple of times. Somehow Waylon was all turned around. Where was the dirt road? He should have paid more attention when his mom was driving. Oh well, he thought, it can’t be too much further. I’ll find it.

			Waylon kept on the path, through the thick trees and brush. At one point, he thought he heard twigs snapping just behind him. He turned to see where the sound came from. But there was nothing. Just squirrels playing in the trees, he thought. It couldn’t be anything else.

			Waylon started to hum a song to keep his mind busy. He had to focus on getting back to the city. He couldn’t let his mind wander to stupid stories told by an old man. But then there was another snap.

			What if that’s the Roogaroo? Waylon’s cheeks felt hot. He tried to talk himself back down. Back to real life. There’s no such thing as shape shifters in the woods. Giant wolves – that’s crazy! Waylon started to hum again and walk. But he walked a little faster now.

			GRRRRRRRRRRWWWWWLLLLLLLLL!

			Waylon stopped dead in his tracks. “Holy sh–! What was that?” he said out loud

			He looked all around him, but didn’t see a thing. Just thunder, he said to himself, and went on walking. But he could not keep his moushoum’s words out of his head. The old man’s voice crept into his thoughts, “Its fur was all matted and dark. Its eyes were glowing red. Its breath smelled like rotting flesh. I had never seen anything like it, ever.”

			“It’s just a story … just a story … just a story … it’s just a stupid story,” Waylon repeated over and over, out loud. But Moushoum Peter’s words would not go away, “All it can think about is its next meal.”

			Waylon pictured the highway in his mind. That was the goal. Get out of here and get back to the city.

			So he kept going – dodging branches and climbing over rocks. He was scared, but he would never admit it. He wasn’t going to let his moushoum’s story get the better of him. The Roogaroo was not real. The Roogaroo couldn’t be real.

			SNAP! Waylon heard a hard scraping sound. Then silence. And then a low growl.

			Waylon’s nose caught a wave of something that smelled bad. Something that smelled like rotting meat.

			The growling seemed to be coming from all over. It was getting louder and louder. Waylon couldn’t make any sense of the sound. The Roogaroo was only a story. Only a story.
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			Don’t give in to it. Don’t let fear take over, he told himself.

			But Waylon let his feet take over and he ran. He ran through the twisted branches and over rocks and tall grass. Twigs and branches snapped back and hit him in the face. They stung, but he kept on going. But no matter how fast he ran, the low growling sound kept right behind him. Waylon felt something by his side and all around him. He could feel a hot, moist breath on the back of his neck.

			Where is it? Where is it coming from? He kept looking around him as he ran, trying to make sense of the noise and the smell.

			THUD! Waylon slammed into a tree. Hard. His vision grew dark as he fell to the ground.

			Waylon must have passed out for a couple of minutes. When he awoke, his head pounded and he felt warm blood trickling down his face.

			What? Where am I? His eyes were still closed.

			Waylon grasped at the mud beneath him. Yes, that was real. The mud was real. But there was something else with him. Something that couldn’t be real. But this something was breathing on him. Something that was ready to kill.

			Waylon wasn’t about to open his eyes. He didn’t want to see what he knew was there. He could hear it crawling in the mud around him. He could feel it breathing. He could smell rotting flesh, just like Moushoum Peter had said …

			At last he gathered enough strength to sit up. Waylon took a deep breath, said a prayer, and opened his eyes.

			“Oh my God!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11
Gunshots

			THE BEAST WAS standing directly in front of Waylon.

			It was huge. Its claws were gnarled like tree branches. Its knotted fur seemed to be sticking straight up.

			The Roogaroo licked its bloody lips and bared its sharp, shiny teeth. Its eyes were red and glowed like campfires in the dark. Its every breath was deep and loud. The beast did not growl because it had Waylon in its power. It could smell that Waylon was scared. It had him trapped.

			Waylon sat on the ground, frozen in fear. A mixture of blood and sweat soaked his forehead. The last two weeks of his life kept playing over and over in his head. Stupid, I was stupid. And soon I’ll be dead.

			The Roogaroo got closer to him – circling, breathing hard, its mouth dripping.

			Waylon got to his knees. He was begging or praying, or both at once. “Please, just give me one more chance. I won’t hang out with Creed anymore. I’ll look after my brother and sister. I’ll help Moushoum Peter with the chores. I will be a better person! Please just don’t hurt me! Don’t eat me, please!”

			But the Roogaroo didn’t care that Waylon was sorry. The Roogaroo was hungry. It wanted to eat. It wanted flesh in its mouth, and blood dripping on the ground.

			The Roogaroo stopped circling Waylon and grew still. Now it was directly in front of the boy, baring its teeth in a twisted smile.

			Waylon closed his eyes. I’m dead, he thought. He closed his eyes. He didn’t want this monster to be the last thing he saw before he died.

			It’s over, he thought. He’d never see his family again. He’d never get to tell his mom how sorry he was. He’d never get to see his little brother and sister grow up. None of that. Waylon held his breath and prepared himself for the attack.

			Then he heard the gunshots. One, two, three sharp cracks in the night air.

			Waylon opened his eyes. There was nothing in front of him. The Roogaroo must have run off. It must have been scared off by the gunshots.

			In the faint light, Waylon could see Moushoum Peter running toward him. The old man carried a smoking, double-barreled shotgun.

			Was this real? Was he dreaming? Waylon was in a daze when his moushoum reached him.

			Moushoum Peter snapped his fingers in front of Waylon’s face. “Snap out of it, my boy. We got to get goin’, right now. Let’s move!”

			Waylon followed his moushoum’s orders and stood up. He was covered in mud and blood, but he was alive.

			“I’m sorry Moushoum! I’m sorry I didn’t believe you! You just saved my life!” Waylon cried.

			“All right, all right. Enough of dat now,” the old man grabbed Waylon by the arm. “I said, let’s go.”

			The two of them headed toward the cabin at a quick pace. Moushoum knew exactly where they were. The old man led him effortlessly through the trees and over the rocks. Waylon felt safe, now. The old man was with him. He’d know what to do.

			But then there was a sound. Close. Very close.

			Moushoum Peter stopped dead in his tracks. He put out his arm to stop Waylon. “Shhhhh!” he had his index finger to his mouth. The old man looked around, as if he had seen something lurking in the trees.

			“What’s wrong?” Waylon whispered. “Is it b-b-back?”

			“Come on. We gotta keep on goin’.” Moushoum Peter grabbed Waylon’s elbow and hurried him along. They walked for ten minutes more. But then they heard the growling and had to stop. They both knew the sound.

			“RUN!” yelled Moushoum Peter. The old man ran full force with Waylon trailing behind. “Come on! Keep up now!”

			But they weren’t fast enough. Suddenly, a dark figure came barreling out of the trees, right at them. The beast knocked Moushoum Peter five feet in the air. There was a sickening crunch when the old man hit the ground.

			“NO!” Waylon screamed. “GET AWAY FROM HIM! GET AWAY!”
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			The Roogaroo turned toward Waylon. It was so close that Waylon could smell its sickening breath. The old man was out cold, the gun lost, and now there was just Waylon.

			Waylon shook in fear. “G-g-go away, I said!”

			The beast’s mouth turned upward into its twisted smile. It looked like it wanted to say something. A grunt came out of its mouth, a grunt and hot breath against Waylon’s face.

			“Don’t get near him,” Waylon said. The courage seemed to come out of nowhere. “You go near him, and I’ll tear you apart.”

			The Roogaroo looked hard at Waylon for a long time. Then it turned around and disappeared into the mist.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12 
Moushoum

			“MOUSHOUM! Moushoum! Are you okay?”

			Moushoum Peter did not move.

			Waylon sprinted over to his grandfather and knelt down beside him. He grabbed his shoulders and shook him. The old man moaned and then went silent.

			“Wake up, Moushoum … please wake up!” he pleaded. There was no answer.

			Waylon had no choices left. The Roogaroo was still out there, in the mist, and his grandfather was in trouble. Waylon had to get Moushoum Peter back home.

			He found the shot gun and slung it over his shoulder. Then he hooked his arms under Moushoum’s armpits and started to drag him through the mud. Waylon could hear growling in the distance, but he pushed back his fear. It was as if something had taken him over.

			After a few minutes, the growling stopped. Waylon was worn out, but he knew that he could not rest for long. He needed to get his grandfather back to the cabin. Somewhere safe, before the Roogaroo came back. Waylon caught his breath then kept going.

			At last, Waylon could see a lantern from the cabin. They were almost there, almost safe. But Moushoum Peter was still out cold.

			Waylon got his grandfather into bed, then he started a fire. Thank goodness he’d chopped all that wood. Even in the summer, the cabin was freezing at night. He could see his breath. Heat. He needed to get some heat in the place.

			Waylon opened the lid to the wood-burning stove and threw in three logs. He grabbed some paper and a box of matches. On the third try, he got the fire going. He made sure it would stay lit, then he checked on Moushoum Peter.

			His grandfather had been hit hard. Now Waylon had to make sure that he wasn’t too badly injured. He thought for sure that the old man would have broken bones. But Waylon found nothing that seemed broken, just a trail of blood on the pillow. Waylon rolled his grandfather on his side and saw  matted blood in his hair. Beneath the blood was a large cut on Moushoum’s head.

			I need to get him the hospital now, Waylon thought. But how? There was no car, no phone, no way to get help.

			Then Waylon heard his father’s voice in his head: It’s up to you, Waylon. You gotta take charge.

			So he did. Waylon went into the kitchen cupboard and found an old first-aid kit. In it, there were bandages, rubbing alcohol, cotton swabs, and tape. He gathered it all and went to his moushoum. Then he cleaned up the wound on Moushoum Peter’s head with the rubbing alcohol. The old man didn’t even flinch. Then Waylon cut the hair around the wound so he could put on a bandage. So far, so good, Waylon thought. Now it’s a waiting game.

			The old man was burning up with a fever. That was the real danger.

			Waylon grabbed a chair and placed it beside Moushoum’s bed. He wanted to be right there when his grandfather woke up, even if he had to sit there all night. Waylon owed the old man that much. Maybe he owed him even more.

			But Moushoum Peter did not wake up that night. He barely even moved. And Waylon didn’t sleep at all, afraid to leave his grandfather’s side. Waylon soaked a rag with water and placed it on his moushoum’s head. Every few minutes, he’d change the hot rag for a cool one. Keep the fever down, he told himself. Keep my moushoum alive.

			When the sun came up, Moushoum Peter tried to speak, but the words made no sense. “Robert, Robert, where were you last night? You didn’t come home for supper. Your mother and I were worried, my boy!” Waylon shook his head. Robert was his father’s name.

			“Moushoum, it’s me, Waylon. Robert isn’t here.”

			Moushoum’s eyes were still closed. “Robert, fetch me a smoke.”

			And with that he fell back asleep. Waylon shook him. “Moushoum, wake up! Wake up!” The old man mumbled and grunted, and then he started to snore.

			The boy felt his grandfather’s forehead and smiled. The fever seemed to be breaking. His grandfather seemed to be getting better.

			Waylon decided that he better get the day’s work done while the old man slept. He closed the bedroom door and headed outside. Waylon went to the chicken coop first. He gathered eggs in a basket and fed the chickens. Then he went over to Miss Loretta Lynn, the dairy cow, and milked her. After that, he took a break, checked on Moushoum, and made himself a sandwich. Then he chopped up the rest of the wood and placed it into piles. There was enough to last the rest of the week.

			When all that was done, Waylon went back to his moushoum. The old man’s fever was running high again. Waylon felt helpless. There was no way to call for help. No Internet to find out what to do. It was all up to him.

			So Waylon lifted his moushoum’s head and poured some water down his throat. He soaked the rag again and placed it on his forehead. “I hope this helps,” Waylon sighed. He was so tired so he lay down on the floor. In minutes, he was asleep.

			It was early the next morning before Waylon woke up. “Oh, no! What time is it?” Waylon exclaimed. He got up off the floor to check on his grandpa. Moushoum was still sleeping and still breathing. Waylon put his hand on his grandfather’s forehead. It felt way cooler than yesterday.

			“Moushoum, can you hear me?” Waylon asked. But there was no answer. The old man was fighting his battles with his eyes closed.

			Over the next two days, Waylon took care of his Moushoum. He did all of the chores and made all of the meals, feeding him stew broth. On the third day, Moushoum Peter began to talk sense. His fever had dropped. His eyes were open and the brightness returned.

			“Waylon, my boy! Where are you? I need a cigar!”

			Waylon was outside, but he could still hear the old man. He came running into the cabin.

			“Moushoum! You’re back! You’re really okay! I was so scared that you weren’t gonna make it!” Waylon hugged him. “You were asleep for days!”

			“Well, of course I made it. I’m a tough ol’ Métis,” Moushoum Peter laughed.

			Waylon smiled. “Do you remember what happened? Do you remember the Roogaroo? Do you remember saving my life?”

			“The Roogaroo?” the old man said. “Dat’s just a story, Waylon. My mother used to tell me dat one. Don’t tell me you fell for dat too.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13 
Cousins

			WAYLON SPENT the rest of the summer at the cabin. He and his moushoum shared all kinds of stories. Moushoum Peter told Waylon tales of his own father. And of his son, Waylon’s dad.

			Waylon didn’t have many stories, but he did get to remember his dad. What his father had really been like. How much Waylon and Moushoum loved him, and missed him. These stories made Waylon want to be more like his dad in every way. Not the crazy guy that Creed talked about, but the real man.

			Waylon helped out all summer. The work was hard but it needed to be done. In return, Moushoum Peter taught Waylon how to fish for pike and hunt prairie chickens. He promised that he would take Waylon hunting for white tail deer in the fall.

			Waylon was getting stronger and learning a lot. He began to understand that being a man didn’t mean hustling and stealing. Being a man was about a strength inside you. Being able to look after yourself. And looking after others who matter.

			As for the Roogaroo., now Waylon had his own story, and his moushoum didn’t believe a word of it.

			“So the thing hit me and knocked me six feet in the air, eh?” Moushoum asked. “How come it didn’t eat me? Am I too tough for the thing?”

			“Moushoum, it was five feet and I’m telling you the truth!”

			The old man laughed. Each time Waylon told the story, Moushoum laughed harder. Waylon just smiled in reply. He didn’t know if Moushoum Peter was pulling his leg or not. Even so, he owed his life to this old man. If it wasn’t for him, he would have been dead meat.

			* * *

			When Waylon’s mother came to pick him up in August, he didn’t want to go. He loved it out on the land. There was work, yes, but there was clean air and good food. It felt like a real life, a man’s life.

			“Come on, Waylon. It’s time to go,” his mother said. “You start school in two days. You have to get back to the city.”

			“I hear you, Mom. One sec.” Waylon was packed, and ready. He approached his moushoum. “Thanks for everything, Moushoum! I had an awesome time this summer. When can I come back?”

			“You can come back whenever you want, my boy,” he said. “Use those new muscles of yours to cut some wood. Or head out into the woods and maybe you’ll see your friend.” The old man winked.

			Waylon hugged his moushoum then he got into his mom’s car. “See ya, Moushoum!” he waved from the window.

			Moushoum Peter waved back, then sat on the step and lit a cigar.

			Waylon was silent for the entire ride home. He thought about telling his mom about the Roogaroo, but what would be the point? That moment belonged to him and Moushoum Peter. And who would believe him anyway?

			When they got home, Waylon hugged his little brother and sister. He was going to be a better big brother this year. He’d really help his mom so that she could go finish her degree. But there was one more thing he had to take care of. Some unfinished business.

			Waylon arrived at school early the next morning. After third class, he went to the lunch room to eat his lunch. He could see Creed and Tony sitting in the corner at the back of the room. They were throwing chips at a table of grade-nine kids. Creed waved at his cousin to come sit with them.

			Waylon pretended not to see and sat down at an empty table.

			Creed walked over to where Waylon was sitting. “Hey, Cuzz, why are you sitting here by yourself? You turn into a loner this summer?” Creed laughed. Waylon didn’t. Creed dropped his voice. “Anyways, I gotta talk to you for a sec.”

			“Yeah, sure. What’s up?” Waylon continued to eat his lunch.

			“I heard that your mom sent you off to your moushoum’s. That’s lame, man. ’Cause you missed one crazy time.”

			“Yeah, sure.”

			“Listen, sorry you got caught and had to take the heat. It was just bad luck, you know?”

			“Wasn’t bad,” Waylon said with a shrug.

			Creed scratched his head. “And hey, Leroy’s real impressed with you. Like, you didn’t rat us out. Even when they threw you in jail. Most guys would crack under pressure and squeal. That’s pretty cool, cousin.”

			Waylon shrugged.

			“And I got something for you.” Creed said. He pulled some cash out of his pocket. “This is your cut. It’s a hundred bucks man.”

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Waylon put his hand in the air. “Nah, that’s okay. I don’t want it, Cuzz.”

			Creed gave him a look then put the money away. “Your choice, Cuzz. But eat up and then let’s go. Leroy’s gonna meet us outside after lunch. He’s got something big planned for you. We were just waiting for you to get back.” He shoved Waylon’s shoulder, trying to hurry him up. Waylon shrugged his hand off.

			“Don’t think so, Creed. You go ahead, if you want.”

			“What? I thought you wanted to run with the big dogs, cousin. When are you gonna grow up and quit being a baby?”

			Waylon just grinned at him. “I am grown-up, Cuzz. And I’m done with Leroy and all his big plans. I don’t want any part of it, okay?”

			“Nope,” Creed replied. “You’re still a mama’s boy to me! Don’t look like you’re ever gonna change.” He shook his head and looked Waylon up and down.

			Waylon stood up. “Change?” he said. “I learned a lot about change over the summer. What did you learn, Cuzz?”

			“What’re you talking about, man? What happened to you out there in the country? You’ve come back all weird!”

			Waylon looked Creed in the eyes. He thought about his moushoum, and his father, and the path that he wanted to be on. This path didn’t include Creed anymore. “Sorry, Cuzz, but I can’t hang out with you anymore.”

			“You know, we gotta kick your ass for that. You can’t just quit hanging out now. Not now that you know how we roll!” Creed actually looked hurt. 

			Waylon gathered his books. “That’s what I thought, Creed. You didn’t learn a thing.”

			The two young men stared at each other. It was Waylon who finished. “Now take off before I show you what these wood-chopping arms can do to you.”
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