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Kevin Craven’s World

Kevin Craven was the richest kid in Laurelsville, a small town just outside Cincinnati. It wasn’t hard to tell—he had all the newest gadgets, expensive clothes, and, of course, the brand-new supercar that he drove to Waters High School every day. His life looked perfect on the outside, but there was more to Kevin than people saw.

His mom had married his stepfather a few months ago. Dr. Garret Cush was a wealthy scientist, and though Kevin’s mom never said it outright, it was clear to Kevin that money had played a huge role in her decision. The Cravens weren’t rich before. His real dad had left when Kevin was little, and the struggle of making ends meet was something Kevin still remembered. That all changed when Dr. Cush came into their lives. The man was rich, smart, and well-known in certain circles, though what exactly he did was never entirely clear to Kevin.

Kevin didn’t like him much. It wasn’t that Dr. Cush was unkind. In fact, the man had given Kevin everything he could ever want—top-of-the-line gaming systems, trips, cars, whatever Kevin hinted at, Dr. Cush provided. But that was the problem. Kevin didn’t know anything about him, not really. They barely spoke, and when they did, it felt forced, awkward. His stepdad tried to be around, tried to engage, but Kevin kept him at arm’s length. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something off about him.

And there was that shed. The one thing Dr. Cush had ever been adamant about was that Kevin was never to go near the shed at the back of their massive property. It was where he conducted his “experiments,” and it was strictly off-limits. Kevin never questioned it, though the occasional curiosity flickered in the back of his mind.

On the surface, though, Kevin’s life was smooth sailing. His classmates at Waters High envied him. He was not only rich but also the star quarterback of the football team, a role that gave him popularity without even trying. It wasn’t uncommon for people to want to be near him, to be friends with him just because of who he was—or rather, who his stepfather was.

But Kevin never let that inflate his ego. He was mild-mannered, preferring to blend in despite all the attention. His best friend Drew was the exception to all the superficial friendships. They had been close since middle school, long before Dr. Cush came into the picture, and Drew was the one person who didn’t care about the money or the fame. Drew had always been a bit of a troublemaker, the type to push Kevin to do things outside his comfort zone, but Kevin appreciated that. Drew reminded him of a simpler time, when life wasn’t all about money or his stepdad’s success.

Tonight was no different from any other Friday night. Drew was staying over, and they were in the middle of a gaming marathon, racing cars and shooting down enemies on-screen like old times. The game room in Kevin’s house was like a mini arcade, stocked with everything they needed for a perfect night of gaming. The flashing lights of the screen lit up the room, but outside, the house felt unusually quiet.

Kevin couldn’t help but feel like something was missing. His mom was out for the evening, attending one of her fancy charity galas. Dr. Cush was, as usual, holed up in his shed, working late into the night. He always seemed to be working on something secretive, and it had been that way ever since he had moved in.

The house felt huge, almost too big for just the three of them, especially on nights like this when it seemed like everyone was in their own world. Kevin had grown used to the silence, though it sometimes felt a little too quiet. His mom was often busy with her new lifestyle, and Dr. Cush spent most of his time in that shed.

“So, Kev, you ever thought about what’s really going on in that shed of your stepdad’s?” Drew asked, his fingers flying over the buttons of the controller. He didn’t even look up as he spoke, but the question hung in the air.

Kevin shrugged, not really wanting to talk about it. “Not really. He’s a scientist. It’s probably just boring research stuff.”

Drew grinned. “Boring research that requires a locked shed and no visitors? Come on, man, you’ve got to admit it’s a little sketchy.”

Kevin rolled his eyes. “He’s got rules, that’s all.”

“Whatever you say, Craven,” Drew said, his tone teasing. “But one of these days, you’re going to want to find out what’s really going on back there.”

Kevin didn’t respond. He didn’t need to. They’d had this conversation before, and it always ended the same way—with Drew speculating about the mysteries of Dr. Cush and Kevin brushing it off. But tonight, for some reason, Drew’s words stuck with him longer than usual.

Maybe it was because Kevin had started noticing things—little things that didn’t quite add up. Dr. Cush always seemed to be working late, but there were never any reports or breakthroughs in the news about his work. The shed was locked tight, with no windows to peek through, and every time Kevin asked a question, the answer was vague. It made him wonder what kind of scientist his stepfather really was.

Kevin didn’t like thinking too hard about it. His mom seemed happy, and their life was comfortable. That should have been enough. But sometimes, late at night, when he heard the faint noises from the shed, a small part of him couldn’t help but be curious.

But tonight wasn’t the night to dwell on that. Not yet.
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The Gum That Took Over

––––––––
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Dr. Cush had built his entire fortune on a single invention: a bubble gum called Trance. It was everywhere. No matter what channel you flipped to, there was the same flashy commercial, complete with catchy jingles and kids blowing bubbles that filled the screen. It wasn’t just regular gum, though. There was something about Trance that made it different. People couldn’t stop chewing it.

At first, it seemed harmless. Another trendy snack, like so many others before it. But it didn’t take long before Kevin started to notice how hooked everyone in town had become. It was almost like nicotine—one piece wasn’t enough. Kids would be sitting in school, popping a piece into their mouths, and before the first had even dissolved, they were already reaching for another. Kevin couldn’t get away from it. He’d drive up to Waters High and see Trance wrappers littering the parking lot, spilling out of the trash cans, and blowing across the football field like some kind of weird, shiny confetti.

Kevin wasn’t one to chew gum. Neither was Drew. His mom didn’t seem interested in it either. But that didn’t matter because the rest of the town couldn’t get enough of Trance. The more people chewed, the more they bought, and the richer Dr. Cush became. Kevin couldn’t deny the perks. The toys, the trips, the luxury—it was all funded by the never-ending sales of his stepdad’s gum. And as much as Kevin didn’t really care for his stepdad, he couldn’t ignore the fact that Dr. Cush was responsible for the lifestyle he enjoyed.

Still, something about the whole thing didn’t sit right with Kevin. He couldn’t understand why it was so popular. Why was everyone so obsessed with it? He had asked Dr. Cush about it once, out of sheer curiosity. They had been sitting in the spacious living room, his stepdad lounging in one of his favorite armchairs, flipping through the TV channels.

“How’d you even come up with that gum?” Kevin had asked casually. “Like, what’s in it? Why do people like it so much?”

Dr. Cush hadn’t looked up from the TV. “It’s a formula I’ve been working on for years. People like it because it’s good.”

“Yeah, but it’s not just that,” Kevin pressed. “People are, like, addicted to it. It’s weird.”

Dr. Cush had chuckled, but there wasn’t much humor in it. “Addicted? That’s a strong word. They just enjoy it, that’s all.”

Kevin hadn’t bought that explanation. “What’s in it, though? You’ve got to admit, it’s kind of crazy how everyone’s chewing it non-stop.”

Dr. Cush finally turned his attention to Kevin, but his face remained unreadable. “It’s gum, Kevin. People like gum. There’s nothing else to it.”

And that was that. Kevin had dropped
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