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Author’s Note






Thank you for reading The Hybrid City Entrepreneur.

You may notice that this book does not have traditional “chapters” but rather “episodes.” Perhaps that seems weird. Well, yeah, it probably is. But this convention is a holdover from the book’s original format as episodic fiction for a now-defunct serial fiction site.

The purpose of that site was to host fiction that told stories in self-contained episodes that could go on indefinitely, like television. But I wrote my episodes like chapters because I wanted to get to the end.

For this new version, I’d considered changing those episodes to “chapters” and chopping the story up into a more traditionally sized novel, but I realized doing so would’ve ruined the soul of the story, so I left it as-is, episodic and epic.

None of this should change your reading experience, but I wanted to mention it in case the mystery of having “episodes” instead of “chapters” occupied your attention so much that you stopped paying attention to the story.

I’d rather you pay attention to the story.

It’s also worth noting that this story is based on an 8-bit business adventure computer game I started making in May 2009 called Entrepreneur: The Beginning. I’m still working on it…very slowly…but I thought I’d mention it in case you wanted to check it out sometime. If you are interested, well, it’s in rough shape as of this writing and not yet ready to share, as it still has unlicensed placeholder assets I need to replace. But the best way to keep up to date on its progress, as well as news about my other books and projects, is to subscribe to my newsletter, which you can do by visiting my website (jeremybursey.com). It’s also the only way to get exclusive books and bonuses, which I’ll talk more about at the end of this book.

Lastly, I’ve written a brief retrospective and recorded a video about 1980s teen movies that you can read about and watch on my website on The Hybrid City Entrepreneur’s official book page if you want to know more about its influences. The page also contains the official book trailer, which features a full 1980s TV-inspired music video of the characters, places, and events featured in the book, as well as clips from the game, all to the score of the Cherry Chicklet* song “Ice Cream Paranoia.” It’s a fun complement to the reading experience if you want to see parts of the book in action.

But for now, don’t worry about that. For now, just enjoy the novel. It’s my love letter to my favorite teen movies of the 1980s, especially The Karate Kid and Better Off Dead, but really to all of them. So, enjoy the trip back to the eighties, and enjoy the trip “Back to the Fut—”

Eh, let’s not milk it.



*Cherry Chicklet is a “rock goddess” character from my A Modern-day Fantasy series (which I plan to break apart and rewrite in smaller pieces in the near future). I’d written seven songs for her scenes in the series (so far), but I never got to hear them until A.I. made it possible to bring them to life. Ever since April 2024, I’ve created fifteen albums-worth of her songs, including the seven I’d written between 2008 and 2011, with any of them ready to appear in the rewritten and future novels. “Ice Cream Paranoia” comes from her twelfth album, Colorized.








  
  
For the writers, directors, actors, and film crews who made 1980s teen movies worth watching.


You’ve inspired the game that inspired this book.










  
  

Episode 1


Birthday Boy


[image: Boy and girl walking arm-in-arm through the park.]




The day Buck Star turned eighteen, he expected his friends and family to throw him a party. Instead, his bully of four years threw him into a locker. Or, rather, one of his henchmen did, grabbing him by the shirt and forcing him into that tight, metal box, as the bully himself couldn’t be bothered to do his own dirty work. Either way, it was an easy misjudgment to make. Eighteen-year-olds weren’t typically targets of high school abuse, so when Buck awoke that morning, nervous about getting his eighteenth birthday right but excited about the possibilities for love and respect that lay ahead, he figured today was the day he was finally free from torment. 

But old traditions didn’t always end with age. Sometimes the tradition lived until the venue died. In Buck’s case, if eighteen didn’t change his circumstances, then graduating high school would have to. Fortunately, that moment was just three weeks away, and he was ready. High school had taught him nothing but what bad pizza tasted like and what a foot to the butt felt like. Instead of keeping consistent with attending his classes, he’d spent his home away from home in his locker. Garrett Nedmeyer was his next-locker-door neighbor, and Buck was no fan of Garrett’s. Garrett was the kid who made the cast of Revenge of the Nerds look cool. Every time Buck tried forging his mom’s name on his written excuse for missing class, again, Garrett distracted him by talking about the weather. Buck was ready for a new second home.

When the final bell rang, Buck opened his locker door, checked the halls for any sign of Chet or his henchmen, then made a run for the exit. Like most afternoons, today the other students failed to notice his sudden appearance, and they didn’t pay attention when he zipped by. Like him, they just wanted to get home. They fixed their eyes on the doors leading out to the sidewalk and the thirty-foot cliff that fell away from it. As long as he didn’t bump them, he wouldn’t attract their attention. And if he didn’t attract their attention, odds were he wouldn’t attract Chet’s, either. Assuming Chet was still on campus. Given his reign over the place, it was reasonable to believe that he’d already used his privilege to leave school early. But Buck kept a careful eye on anyone he passed just in case. Hardly any eyes looked back.

He emerged into the sunlight without an elbow to the face, but someone had noticed him. That someone was dressed in a checkered pink, knee-length skirt and kept her arms folded over her chest as she leaned against the railing that separated the sidewalk from the perilous drop to the woods below. When she made eye contact with Buck, she ran her hand over her blonde hair and nudged the pink clip that pulled it back. Her hair wasn’t in her eyes, but she liked how she looked running her fingers through it, and she thought Buck liked it, too. He preferred her hair longer. Running her fingers through her locks when they hardly reached her shoulders made no sense to him. But he smiled anyway. After spending the last two hours confined to a smelly, metal box, listening to a whiny kid complain about the highs and lows of the stock market, the sight of her warm eyes and soft lips was more welcome than sunshine. She smiled back as she leaned in his direction and hopped off the railing.

“Happy birthday,” she said, as she approached. “I bought you a cake.”

“Really?”

“Thought we could eat it on the beach tonight.”

Once they were in range, Jennifer Mills, Buck’s “squeeze” for the last six months, squeezed him just below the shoulders. She had skinny arms that felt like pool noodles wrapping around his back, but he enjoyed the feel of her holding him. After years of rejection by every one of his crushes, he appreciated the luck he had in getting Jennifer Mills and her pool noodle arms to call him “boyfriend.” The idea of finishing high school without a graduation date had terrified him since his freshman year. With three weeks to go and a genuine smile crossing her lips as she pressed them to his cheek, he had no more reason to fear it. Even if he couldn’t shake his bully problem, his girlfriend problem was no longer an issue. All thanks to Jennifer and her willingness to take a chance on him the day he did her ethics homework for her.

“Sounds great,” Buck said. “Thanks for thinking of it.”

Her smile brightened. If that was even possible. “Also thought we could visit the Liquid Shack afterward. For dessert.”

Buck released her. The soft smile on her face drew him to her searching eyes. She was being serious.

“Seriously?” He did not ask this with a smile.

She nodded. “Heard a lot of great things about it. Always wanted to check it out.”

Buck felt thumping in his chest, and it wasn’t Jennifer’s heartbeat, though he wondered if hers was beating right now.

“Isn’t that where Chet works?”

She had a glazed look in her eyes as she moved her focus to the puffy clouds floating overhead.

“Chet?”

“Chet Armstrong. Hybrid High’s Student Body President. Captain of the Football Team. Captain of the Cheerleading Squad. The guy who thinks it’s funny to dunk my head in a toilet on Tuesdays. Calls it ‘Toilet Tuesdays.’ Chet.”

“Oh, sure. Yeah. But Chet doesn’t just work there. He owns the place. Isn’t that amazing?”

Her smile fluttered as she spoke. Her eyes darted from cloud to cloud. The strange thump in Buck’s chest moved down into his stomach. He didn’t want to see Chet after school or give him money voluntarily. Buck had already given him plenty involuntarily.

“Can’t we just stay at the beach? Maybe throw a Frisbee around? I think I have one under my bed.”

Jennifer placed one hand on his shoulder and the other on his chest. Her eyes were once again locked with his.

“Please? He makes the best juice in town.” Her lips quivered. “So I hear. All my classmates rave about it. Always wanted to taste it. And his chest is so hairy, and he’s so rich, and…”

Buck shook his head, backed away slightly. Tonight was his night. It was his birthday. His birthday. His birthday. Why would he want to spend it with Chet? Or his juice?

“I don’t know. I’m not sure I’m feeling it, Jenn.”

“Aw, come on, Buck. Live a little. It’s juice. Apple juice. Pear juice. Lemonade juice. Kiwi juice.” She stroked his shoulders, causing that usual electricity to surge into his neck and down through his body. “We’re only eighteen once.”

Buck couldn’t reject the pleas of such a lovely face staring back at him, even if her hair was too short to brush back competently.

“All right. Fine. I guess there’s no harm in getting some juice.”

Now that his birthday date was finalized, he’d have to figure out how to reach the end of it without the night going horribly wrong. After all, Chet wasn’t the type of person who would limit his torment to lockers and toilet bowls. If Buck stepped foot on Chet’s business ground, he would essentially be spraying on his turf, and Chet might take it as a threat. As he swayed his sights over the tree line and the gorge below where only one kid had fallen in the four years since he started attending this school, Buck considered the consequences of a misstep. He would have to be careful tonight.


      ***Buck’s beach birthday date started at seven, and he couldn’t be late. Jennifer had planned to bring the picnic blanket and the cake. Buck’s job was to bring himself and a nice tie. After searching his closet from one end to the other, the best he could find was the tape measure he used every Saturday to measure his biceps and disappoint himself with the results. She wouldn’t like it, and neither would he, but going with no neck ornaments was worse, so unless he could find a leftover gift bow lying around in the garage that he could paste on his neck, the tape measure would have to play the formal role tonight. Because keytar neckties were a thing now, he thought he could get away with it. 

He tucked his blue long-sleeved shirt into his blue slacks, pulled the cyan belt through his loops and buckled it, buttoned the top button on his shirt, and wrapped the tape measure around his collar. A brief memory from that one dark night he considered hanging himself flashed in his mind, then faded again. No need to return to that event. Total misunderstanding. Then he found his blue suede shoes and looked himself over in the mirror. His hair was combed. His zipper was up. Perfect.

As he headed for the bedroom door, he stopped by his dresser to dab on some cologne. Jennifer had given him a bottle for Valentine’s Day as a reminder that she cared about how he smelled. She didn’t like it when he reminded her too much of his lunch that day, usually a bologna sandwich and a pickle. The cologne, from some place French, helped the bologna smell like French bologna, or “cowboy,” as Jennifer described it. Cowboy and pickle.

It was now 6:15, and the beach was on the other side of town. His mom worked late, so she couldn’t drive him, and his dad was, well, not home, for other reasons, so Buck had to find another way to get there.

Fortunately, his best friend, Ronnie Michaels, owned a bicycle, and Ronnie had given him an open invitation to use it whenever he wanted, for whatever reason he wanted, as long as he had five bucks. Remembering the rental fee, Buck checked his wallet for the money. He had just over a hundred dollars in there. Mostly twenties.

By 6:18, he was ready to leave, so he checked his answering machine for any missed messages, saw there were none, and headed out the door. At the mailbox, he went left, toward the eastern edge of town. Ronnie lived along the main highway, almost into the woods and farmlands beyond Hybrid City. The beach was in the opposite direction. Fortunately, Ronnie was home.

“She at least gonna kiss you?” Ronnie asked when Buck told him the plan.

Buck shrugged. “Maybe. It is my birthday, after all.”

“I mean, if she’s gonna drag you to Chet’s juice stand afterward, you should get something nice for it.”

Buck nodded. He had no reason to dispute Ronnie’s logic. Ronnie, who often wore a top hat to display his “old wisdom,” as he called it, was rarely wrong. As Ronnie touched the rim of his hat, he nodded back. He knew he was right this time, too.

“I can only hope,” Buck said. “She’s been averse to kissing me anywhere but on the cheek.”

“Yeah, and that means nothing. You ever met a European girl? They do that, too. Go to the barber’s, kiss on the cheek. Visit the butcher or baker, kiss on the cheek. You sure Jennifer’s not a European girl?”

“She’s from around here.”

Ronnie stroked his chin as he considered Buck’s words.

“And you’re sure she wants to get juice after your beach date?”

“Part of the gift, I guess.”

“Does she not know your history with Chet?”

“Just what I tell her. She knows about Locker Hide and Seek and Toilet Tuesdays.”

“You told her about Toilet Tuesday? Are you nuts?”

Buck leaned against Ronnie’s front door, careful not to fall into the shrubbery. Ronnie usually let Buck inside, but because Buck was in a hurry to leave, and because Ronnie’s dad was fresh at home from lawyer work and sitting in the living room in his underwear, he’d asked Buck to talk outside. With the night temperatures climbing into the seventies, Buck worried he’d start sweating under his armpits if they didn’t speed up this conversation.

“We can discuss my wisdom later. I need your bike.”

“You didn’t tell her about Wedgie Wednesday, did you?”

“No. Bike?”

“Thumper Thursday?”

“Ronnie.”

“Please don’t tell me she knows about Fat Ass Friday.”

Buck shook his head.

“I don’t even know about that one.”

“Fat Ass Friday? You know, when Chet tells his fat friend to tackle you and sit on your shoulders until you cry ‘uncle.’”

Buck shrugged. Never heard of it.

Ronnie stared off into the hedges. “Oh. Doesn’t matter. You can’t tell her about the ways he tortures you. It runs your man cred down.”

“Man cred?”

Ronnie put his hand on Buck’s shoulder.

“If I have to explain man cred…”

Buck gave Ronnie a sympathetic smile.

“As much as I want to learn about man cred and Fat Ass Friday, I really need to get going.” Buck handed him a twenty-dollar bill. “Can I get the bike?”

Ronnie studied the bill in the dying sunlight. He nodded at its authenticity. Buck often wondered if he should slip him a counterfeit to see if he’d notice.

“Do I have to make change?” Ronnie asked. “Or can I just owe you four rides?”

“Make it five and you can keep the whole thing.”

Ronnie thought about the offer. Buck already knew what was going through his mind. Five dollars off or a free ride, whatever perspective he wanted, for the convenience of not breaking the bill. Once the rationale had sunk in, he patted Buck on the shoulder.

“Deal.”

Before Buck could ride off, Ronnie stopped him with one final but important question.

“How are you going to prevent him from ruining your birthday?”

Buck set his gaze on the road as he put his foot on the pedal. Even though the question had been lingering in his mind since Jennifer had brought it up, he still didn’t have an answer. He had spent the afternoon hoping the visit to the juice stand wouldn’t ruin anything.

“I don’t know. I guess I’m hoping he’ll treat me more like a customer than an enemy.”

Ronnie raised his eyebrow at the comment.

“Hmm. I hadn’t thought of that. Interesting idea.”

Buck thanked Ronnie for the bike and rode off. He had less than twenty-five minutes to ride through the Alley of Pines, the district where shops and homes collided, Downtown Hybrid, the city proper where most of Hybrid’s convenience stores, apartment buildings, and police station lived, Hybrid West, where the specialty shops took up rental space, and finally Hybrid Beach, where the rest of Hybrid’s food and alcohol needs could be met. The actual beach was just across the street from the district known as Hybrid Beach, and Buck sighed at the sight of the sun dropping toward the Pacific Ocean’s waterline just beyond the shore.

As he tugged at his shirt to separate it from his sticky back, he rode his bike down the wooden ramp over the shallow rock wall and dismounted onto the sand strip as soon as his front tire hit the change in surface.

It was 6:57 p.m. Jennifer was still setting up the blanket down by the water. The cake box sat undisturbed beside her feet. When she turned and saw him walking the bike toward her, she smiled at him.

“Nice tie,” she said.

Buck smiled back. She didn’t even notice the sweat coming out of his armpits or soaking the rest of his shirt.

“Thanks.”

She winked at him. Tonight was going to be a great night.


      ***Tonight was going to be an awful night. Even though the twenty minutes they’d spent sitting on the beach, enjoying a slice of vanilla cake while staring at the ocean and saying nothing was magical, the magic faded the moment Jennifer got up and asked him to fold up the blanket. Buck still hadn’t licked the icing off his fingers when she ordered him to stand. 

“We gotta get to the Liquid Shack before it closes,” she said. “Come on, hurry.”

Buck didn’t like the stickiness of saliva and sugar on his fingers, so he jogged down to the water to rinse them.

“You can do that later,” she said. “We’re gonna miss out if we don’t leave now. Come on, help me pack.”

Buck felt his calves burning as he hiked up the dune toward Jennifer, who was now packing the cake in the box. They’d eaten less than an eighth.

“Why do we need to go there again?” Buck asked.

“We need to wash down the cake with grape juice or apple juice or cranberry juice or whatever you want.”

“And for what reason can’t we do that here?”

“Because the Liquid Shack isn’t here.” Now that the cake was packed, she started up the dune. “Can you please get the blanket?”

Buck pulled up the blanket, shook off the sand, and wadded it over his handlebars. He followed about thirty feet behind her, dragging his bike along an unstable surface until he reached the security of the wooden ramp that climbed the ten-foot rock wall to the street where residents could park their cars for a few hours. Jennifer was opening her trunk just beyond the ramp when Buck emerged at the top.

“Put the blanket in there,” she said.

He did as he was told. “What about the bike? Will it fit?”

“No, you’ll have to ride it over.” She got into the driver’s seat and leaned out of the cabin to face him. “I’ll meet you there.”

She closed the door and drove off, leaving him there to watch her taillights wink at him. Even though she’d told him “happy birthday” on the beach, she’d neglected to set the candles on the cake. He was hoping to blow them out while enjoying a beach sunset with his favorite girl. Instead, he was watching her car blowing out its brake lights as the traffic light turned green.

What a memorable eighteenth birthday.

To get to the Liquid Shack, Buck had to return to Hybrid West and ride north, toward the Tri-Park area. Because Chet was a high school student, not a millionaire business owner, he didn’t have the luxury of setting up shop in a building downtown. Instead, he had to erect a canvas-top gazebo on a section of field along Park Center Park’s parking lot’s edge. So, to get to the Liquid Shack, Buck first had to enter Park Center Park, and that meant getting past the guard shack.

“Rules are rules,” the guard told him as he rode up to the gate. “Doesn’t matter that you’re on a bike.”

“Even if I’m just here for juice?”

“Still two dollars to enter the park.”

Buck reached for his wallet. Handed him a twenty-dollar bill.

“Hybrid Park and North Park don’t charge me anything,” he said, as he waited for the guard to make change.

“They aren’t upscale, either. You want green grass, you pay for green grass.”

“And juice?”

“Pay for that, too. The world revolves around money, kid. Better you learn that lesson now than when you’re digging around in a trashcan for food or supplies.”

Buck smirked.

“I’d never let that happen.”

The guard handed him his change. “We’ll see.”

As the gate rose, Buck pedaled under it and headed up the narrow and winding driveway through the woods. At the end of the road, which was flanked by rows of balloons and signs promoting the Liquid Shack, Buck reached the parking lot. There were a few cars in the lot, possibly belonging to customers or recreationists. But the most noticeable car was the silver Toyota belonging to Jennifer. It was parked directly in front of the canvas-top gazebo that formed the juice stand.

Buck parked his bike beside her car and trekked the rest of the way up the field on foot. When he got to the stand, he found Tommy Slick, a slender kid with a ratty face who always wore a cowboy hat and purple pants, tending the folding table where the Liquid Shack’s juice dispensers and paper cups were laid out. Tommy was counting the money in the cash box when Buck approached.

“Hey, Tommy.”

Tommy looked up and twitched a smile when he saw him.

“Hey, Buck. Sorry about the locker again.”

Buck shrugged.

“Just taking orders, right?”

Tommy waved him off.

“Yeah, what you gonna do? I didn’t rough you up too bad, did I?”

“Nothing lasting.”

Tommy nodded. Went back to counting the cash box.

“Cool tie.”

“Hope so. Have you seen Jennifer? She’s supposed to meet me here.”

Tommy glanced up at him, then went back to counting the money.

“Yeah, about that. Happy birthday.”

“Appreciate it. So, have you seen her?”

Tommy tilted his head toward the concrete restrooms just past his shoulder. She must’ve gone in.

“Mind if I wait?” Buck asked.

“Up to you, but I don’t know when she’ll be back.”

Buck glanced toward the restroom block. Surely, she’d be just a minute.

“How’s the lemonade?”

Tommy reached for a paper cup and filled it with pink lemonade. He handed the cup to Buck.

“Happy birthday, man.”

Buck took a sip. It was lip-puckeringly sweet. Between that and the cake, Buck’s tongue would stick to the roof of his mouth for the next hour.

“How much I owe you?”

Tommy raised his eyebrow at him.

“I said, happy birthday.”

Buck nodded. He understood. Took another sip. And another. And another. And that was all he could do. He’d emptied the cup of liquid on the fourth sip, leaving just ice behind.

“Not much to drink, is it?” he asked.

“Yeah, I keep telling Chet he needs bigger cups for the price he’s asking. But as long as the people keep coming, he’s gonna keep the same pricing and distribution model. What can you do?”

Buck didn’t know, so he sucked on a piece of ice. Nothing fixed a sugar mouth quite like crushed ice.

As the ice soothed him, he glanced around the gazebo. He noticed all four juice containers had the same color liquid in them.

“Is it all pink lemonade?”

“Yeah, Chet got sick of the adults complaining.”

“About what?”

“Our old lemonade was pretty bland. Chet thought pink lemonade would appease them more. Sweeter powder for the same price.”

Buck raised his eyebrows at the implication.

“Does he not use sugar?”

“No. Doesn’t want to spend the extra money.”

Buck nodded. He understood the value of savings. But Jennifer had mentioned all types of juice varieties. He saw none of that here.

“I thought Chet sold apple juice, kiwi juice, and other juice types.”

Tommy snorted at the comment.

“Who gave you that information? Nah, we’re just lemonade here. Classic establishment.”

Buck frowned. He didn’t necessarily want apple juice, pear juice, or any other type of juice, but he was sold on the idea that there would be other juices. He was here because Jennifer wanted those juices.

Pretty ironic that neither she nor the juices were here right now.

“I guess that’s something.”

After several minutes passed, he once again looked toward the restroom block for signs of her.

“Sure is taking her sweet time, isn’t she?”

Tommy shrugged.

“Happens.”

Buck set the paper cup on the table. He’d had enough ice.

“Got a trashcan back there?”

Tommy set the cup in the same place he’d taken it from.

“Not part of Chet’s distribution policy,” he said.

Buck cringed at Tommy’s message. The implication was clear.

“I think I’m gonna be sick.”

Tommy laughed.

“Nah, just messing with you.” He took the cup and stuffed it in a black plastic trash bag. “He’s not that cruel to his customers. Not even to you. Well, maybe not even to you.” He thought about it more. “Well, I won’t be that cruel.”

“I appreciate it.” Buck looked past Tommy’s shoulder. “I think I’ll go check on her. Make sure she’s okay.”

Tommy shook his head.

“I wouldn’t, but it’s up to you.”

Buck stared at Tommy. Tommy continued to count the money. He didn’t look up or clarify his meaning.

“All the same, I think I should check up on her. That’s what a boyfriend does, right?”

“Not according to my dad.”

“Thanks for the lemonade.” Buck slapped the table, then moved around the canvas-top gazebo and up the walkway leading toward the restrooms. As he reached the door of the women’s restroom, he knocked. There was no answer, so he dared to peek his head inside.

“Jennifer?”

No answer.

Buck looked toward the Liquid Shack. Tommy jerked his attention back toward his cash box. It looked as if he’d been watching Buck. Very strange.

To make sure she hadn’t gotten confused, Buck checked inside the men’s restroom. That too was empty. Very, very strange.

At that point, it occurred to him that Tommy wasn’t saying that she’d gone into the bathroom, but that she’d headed in that direction. So, he moved around the building toward the water fountains. And that’s when he found her.

She was leaning against a pine tree across a small stretch of field. Chet, and his six feet of blond hair and muscle, was standing beside her, nodding as she talked, staring at his watch.

Buck’s chest pounded. He didn’t want to approach Jennifer because he didn’t want to approach Chet. But he needed some way to let her know he was here. If he called out to her, he’d alert them both, not just her. And even if Tommy could be nice to him away from school, he wasn’t so sure Chet had the same sense of disparity between venues, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to risk finding out, especially not in front of Jennifer. Ronnie might’ve been eccentric in his presentation, but he was down-to-earth in his real-world wisdom. The last thing Buck wanted was for Chet to humiliate him in front of Jennifer.

Make that second-to-last.

When Chet glanced away from his watch and toward the Liquid Shack, he saw Buck standing there by the restrooms watching them. Without a word or a tip of the head, Chet smiled, then leaned into Jennifer and kissed her full on the mouth.

Buck balled his fists out of reflex and took a step forward, as if to challenge the six-foot bully, but stopped himself from coming any closer.

Jennifer didn’t slap him, nor did she resist him. Instead, she reached up to his shoulders and embraced him. Fully. He embraced her back. Equally fully.

Buck stood there, frozen, as if all the ice in his cup had assimilated into his bloodstream. Chet and Jennifer fell against the tree, attacking each other’s faces without abandon. And like watching a car running a red light as he rides Ronnie’s bike through an intersection, wishing the problem away wasn’t good enough now. The horror was already in motion.

This qualified as a form of Chet humiliating him in front of Jennifer. Where was Ronnie’s wisdom now?

He felt a hand on his shoulder and watched a paper cup emerge from behind.

“Thought you could use another drink,” Tommy said some distance away, maybe a foot but maybe a mile. “This one’s got a bit more bite. But don’t tell Chet.”

Buck stared at the cup. Chet. Where had he heard that name before? Shook his head. Couldn’t think of it. Must’ve been a figment of his imagination. Where was he even right now? What was this place? And why was it getting darker?








  
  

Episode 2


Graduation Night


[image: Young man stares at a bed in an elaborate bedroom.]




Buck found his way home by ten o’clock, though he wasn’t sure how he’d gotten there. Ronnie’s bike was involved somehow. Tommy may or may not have followed him to make sure he didn’t end up in a ditch somewhere. The events between watching his girlfriend betray him and walking through his front door were hazy. If they even happened. 

Buck stumbled into his bedroom, looked at his bed, and wondered if he’d even had a birthday today. Behind him, the bedroom door was open. He spun around. Now his bed was behind him. Now his dresser. His closet. The door. The bed. The floor.

When he awoke the next morning with a splitting headache, he was still dressed in his birthday clothes (the blue ones, not the “suit” kind), but now he’d somehow gotten his tape measure necktie caught between the door and the frame. In the middle of the night, it was possible he’d intentionally closed the door on it to strangle himself, but losing air was so uncomfortable that he cracked the door open to set himself free, and he was potentially too stuck in that dark moment to pick himself off the floor and get into bed, or to ask his mom to make him cookies, or crawl to the television and indulge in a cycle of shallow infomercials, or maybe he believed that sleeping on the floor the rest of the night would’ve generated sympathy from the girl who had betrayed him, feeling sorry over the fact that she’d told him happy birthday but given his bully the birthday gift. As a result, there was a chance that he’d kicked the door closed, just to catch the tape measure in it once again, even if now he had more room to breathe thanks to the six feet of slack. All hypothetically, of course.

But now that he was awake and clear-headed, or at least thinking clearly—he still had a splitting headache—he could process what had actually happened the night before.

In short, what he saw was an illusion, a figment of his overactive and dark imagination. Jennifer would never surrender to the seductions of the Student Body president, or the captain of the football team, or the owner of the Liquid Shack, the most successful student-run business in Hybrid City. Not when she had Buck all to herself. That she’d choose Chet Armstrong, captain of the cheerleading squad, over Buck Star, chief maintenance officer of his locker’s interior, was completely absurd. She could’ve had any boy at that high school, and she’d chosen Buck, not the guy who ran to the locker room to change into his cheerleading outfit just to cheer the play he’d made as quarterback. That was recorded history. It was fact. It happened. It was real. She hadn’t chosen Chet last November when she’d come asking for help with her homework. She’d chosen Buck.

She’d chosen Buck.

So, this whole thing was a misunderstanding. A fluke. His birthday was so amazing that he’d forgotten all of it and replaced it with an imposter, a dream. Yes, he had dreamt the whole thing. They had cake. They kissed. There were candles on the cake. The Liquid Shack was not part of the conversation. It was the perfect evening. Had to be. It was the only thing that made any sense.

Then again, he was wearing the same clothes he’d been wearing in his dream. The tape measure was still wrapped around his neck. And the taste of pink lemonade washing down what was left of vanilla icing was still fresh on his mind, even if the actual flavor had long since dulled. And there was the headache. He’d gotten it from sleeping on the floor all night. His bed was inches behind his head. Would’ve been simple to crawl right into it.

The pressure behind his eyes increased, and the tears he was fighting to conceal were pushing up toward his ducts. His lips quivered.

Right now was real, and he knew the difference between the four dimensions of reality versus the three dimensions of dreams. In dreams, he might see objects in space, but in reality, he could also feel them, as well as the effects they caused him, and he was feeling something fierce right now. The memory of Jennifer wrapping her arms around Chet, of seeing her suck on his face and vice versa—

Buck’s stomach knotted at the thought.

It was no dream.

Now he’d have to punch Chet.

He looked at his fists. They were small compared to the bricks Chet carried around on his wrists. Maybe he’d have to rethink this.

Maybe he’d have to justify Chet’s decision to kiss her.

If Buck had been any taller or meatier, he might’ve cocked and released that fist, anyway. But if he were honest with himself, he couldn’t really blame Chet for his impulsive move. Jennifer was irresistible, after all. With her upturned nose and the conservative way she held her arms to her chest as she walked, what wasn’t to crave? Chet was obviously weak to her charms.

Buck wasn’t about to forgive him, though. For the last four years, Chet had ordered his henchmen to stuff him in lockers and subject him to many other traditional bully-to-bullied activities, like noogies, wedgies, wet willies, and spitting on his food. To give him a pass now, after pulling the most heinous of all malicious attacks, would not only justify his action against him last night, but every humiliation prior, and Buck could not allow for any such thing.

No, he’d have to forgive Jennifer instead. Forgive her for being irresistible? That wasn’t her fault. Forgive her for leaning into the kiss? Where was she supposed to go when that jock douchebag was smothering her? No, he’d forgive her for going to the Liquid Shack in the first place. She knew Chet was his nemesis. Her lapse in judgment and lust for juice caused her to forget that. Her oversight required understanding.

As he got ready for school that Friday morning, he repeated to himself that none of this was Jennifer’s fault, and as soon as he saw her, he’d tell her. He was also determined to apologize to her, since his dad used to say the best way to get an apology was to give one.

But when school came and went and he didn’t see her in the halls or outside by the railing, he called her: “Hey, Jenn, it’s Buck. Didn’t see you at school today.” Click. Dial tone. “Hello?” Called again. No answer. Tried again. Still no answer.

Maybe she wasn’t ready to face him. She was probably too ashamed of what she’d done with Chet to face anyone. He’d give her another night to process and heal from the personal wound she had inflicted on herself.

Saturday night: “Jennifer, it’s Buck.” Click. Dial tone. Called again. No answer. Something must’ve been wrong with her phone tonight.

Sunday night: “Hey, it’s me. Not sure if there’s a problem with your phone, but…hello?”

Monday at school: No sign of her in the halls.

Monday night: “Hey, Jenn, didn’t see you today, just wanted to say that everything’s okay, and no hard feelings.” No answer. “Jenn?” Her dad responded, told him she wasn’t home and that he should call back another night.

Tuesday at school: Tommy Slick said he didn’t have to perform a Toilet Tuesday routine on Buck today. Buck thanked him. Tommy also said he was sorry about Jennifer. Buck said it was no big deal. Buck went home that afternoon wondering why Tommy was suddenly allowed to be nice to him.

Tuesday night: No answer.

Wednesday at school: No wedgies. No Jennifer in the halls. No Chet.

Wednesday night: Her dad said she wasn’t home.

Thursday at school: Buck stood along the cliffside railing, waiting for Jennifer to come through the school’s exit. Ronnie found him standing there and joined him. When she finally emerged, Jennifer was walking with a group of girlfriends and barely made eye contact when she passed. Buck stepped out to get her attention, but she ignored him. “Must’ve been a hell of a birthday,” Ronnie said.

Thursday night: Buck held the phone in his hand, but he didn’t dial her number. Whatever happened on the night of his birthday, it had changed their relationship. It was clear now. The kiss happened, and she’d felt no shame over it happening.

He hung up instead.


      ***Turning eighteen was a milestone that adults had spent years convincing him would be unforgettable. Graduating high school was the other “forever memory.” For Buck Star, that statement was true on both accounts, for the same reasons. 

When graduation happened two weekends later, Buck wasn’t surprised to find Jennifer entering the auditorium on Chet’s arm. She’d spent the last six months assuring him she’d enter that last night of high school with him and no one else. Yet, here she was, breaking her promise, laughing in Chet’s ear and kissing Chet’s cheek and rubbing Chet’s back and avoiding eye contact with Buck any moment her gaze swept in his direction.

His dad had once told him to expect a girl to betray him, but Buck never dreamed it would happen during the most important window of his young adult life. If he could tell his dad what this girl had done, his dad would likely shrug and tell him, “Welcome to the club.” Didn’t make the reality any easier.

Buck gave up trying to make eye contact with her and took his place in line. He just sat in his chair between Sam Stack (and his lack of deodorant) and Gregory Stick (and his crab dip dinner afterglow), waiting for his name to be called. The misery would soon be over. Then he could go home, climb into bed, and stay there until college.

“Back Stare, come on down.”

It would all be over soon.

After the ceremony, Ronnie slapped Buck on the shoulder and showed him his certificate displaying his name and graduation date. Buck had been sitting on the third step of the stairwell to Hybrid High’s science wing. It was the only place Buck could find that was as barren as his heart. Yet, Ronnie still found him, and now he insisted on ignoring Buck’s wounded psyche.

“Can you believe it? After four years? Can’t believe it’s over already.”

Buck nodded. He was holding his certificate, too. The moderator calling the names had instructed the students to take their parchments, return to their seats, and go to the cafeteria after the ceremony to pick up their diploma covers. Because he wanted to be around as few people as possible, Buck figured he’d wait until the crowds thinned before heading to the cafeteria. What he really wanted was to be alone. And Ronnie was ruining his plans.

“What’s the saying? No more teachers’ dirty looks?” Ronnie was stroking his chin, as if this question deserved scrutiny. “Does it become ‘Yes, more bosses’ dirty looks’?”

“Don’t know,” Buck said. “And I’m not in the mood to think about it.”

Ronnie slapped his back. Buck pitched sideways from the impact.

“Aw, buck up, little camper. Stop worrying. Jennifer’s just going through a phase right now. The high school quarterback and head cheerleader took notice of her. It’s like the head cheerleader taking notice of you.” Ronnie thought about his statement further. “Well, if we were at any other school, of course. You know what I mean.”

Buck shrugged. Yes, he knew what Ronnie meant. Didn’t make the situation any easier. Graduating with Jennifer beside him was the dream he’d carried since November, and having any girl beside him for his last day of school tickled his mind since the day he started this nightmare called public education. To lose both to “a phase” was an injustice.

“I hate Chet Armstrong,” Buck said, just loud enough for Ronnie to hear.

“Yeah, I hear ya, pal. But this is Jennifer’s deal, not his. Somehow, I doubt she means anything to him.”

Buck glanced at Ronnie, who was staring across the hall at the science posters promoting Einstein. Even though he still had on his cap, Buck could imagine him swapping it out for the top hat. Ronnie “The Wise” Michaels was making his next appearance on the steps of the science wing.

“So, you’re saying he’ll ditch her?”

“Chet’s a bully, not a lover. He’ll take what he wants to punish you, then throw away his tools of oppression when the job is complete.”

Buck balled his fists.

“So, you’re saying I fight him?”

Ronnie shook his head.

“Just the opposite. You roll up to him, unbuckle your pants, drop ‘em and bend over, then take the foot until you turn blue. You thank him, ask him for another, and another, and another until he’s either bored or disturbed. Then he’ll know he can no longer torment you. That’s when he dumps her.”

Ronnie looked at Buck hard, waiting for a response. His cap was tilting sideways. Buck narrowed his eyebrows at the “wisdom” coming out of his best friend’s mouth.

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.” Buck shook his head. “No, I’m getting her back my way.” He glanced at the science posters across the hall. Einstein’s raised eyebrows and outstretched tongue convinced him of everything he needed at that moment. Courage to perform an action that would gain an equal and opposite reaction.

Action = Punch Chet in the face.

Equal and Opposite Reaction = Jennifer says, “Oh, Buck!” and throws her arms around him and kisses him until his face melts off.

After the disappointing graduation ceremony, he had to think of something that could salvage the evening and his final minutes of high school.

He got off the stairs. Marched down the hall. Headed for the cafeteria. One way or another, he was getting his girlfriend back.


      ***Buck ignored the anguished pleas to rethink his plan hitting him from behind. If Ronnie really understood what he was dealing with right now, then he’d offer to help, not just stand behind and shout, “No, don’t do it!” Ronnie was great for a lot of things, like bicycles and good advice, but tonight he was a barrier to his happiness, a voice without a soul. If Buck wanted to fix his heart, he’d have to face the bully head-on, or talk his girlfriend back into his life, whichever was easier. He stuck out his chest, raised his chin, and marched outside the science wing doors, determined to get his equal and opposite reaction. 

In the next building, Language Arts, the crowds swelled from nothing to congested, like an adjective-stuffed simile, puffy, and obnoxious, bloating a simple turn of phrase into something excessive, more excessive than it deserved to be, just like a simple sentence getting stuffed with needless commas and repetitive repetitions, just as the people in the hall repeated, and repeated, and continued to repeat, and with no end in sight but for the double-door exit that served as the period of mercy. Or maybe the doors were a colon that led to a connected thought: in this case, the building beyond that, Mathematics.

The math building, by comparison, was so packed that Buck couldn’t move any further. His odds of getting through were a hundred to one. Its volume was greater than the last building, which was denser than average by a power of two. So, he backtracked and headed for the Physics building, which also led to the cafeteria. Like the math building, it was so packed that he would’ve had to combine both speed and force to break through, though the friction each graduate and his family member would create as he punched through risked grating his skin. Because he wasn’t stuck in the Chemistry building, however, he saw no reason to cause a chain reaction of trouble.

He lost Ronnie back at the Language Arts building, so he no longer listened to the cries of reason assaulting him from behind. But neither Chet nor Jennifer was in sight, and he worried they had already gotten to the cafeteria and collected their books. If that were the case, then all that was left for him was to leave campus and head to whatever graduation party they attended.

Buck couldn’t take that chance. He had to catch them, here and now. Of course, he still didn’t know what he’d do once he confronted them. Even though he’d balled his fists at the thought of exacting revenge, he didn’t believe he was powerful enough to cause Chet any damage. Plus, attacking Chet on school property was a bad idea. The last thing he needed was to earn a detention after graduation.

No, he’d have to take a more subdued approach. Something more cultured. Something more akin to an adult response.

But first he’d have to find another way into the cafeteria since the main entrance was clogged. He thought sneaking into the back entrance through the kitchen would’ve been the best idea, except that no one would’ve been working tonight, as the cafeteria was dishing out diploma covers only, not food. So, his other option was to circle the building and approach it from the exit. Because the crowds were thinner at that side of the building, it was the better plan.

Graduate after graduate slipped by him as he took his position, each one smiling at a parent or guardian, flexing his muscles at a fellow graduate or pirouetting for a camera as she thrust the diploma at the lens. Buck peeked inside the cafeteria every moment the tide of people thinned, but in every instance, he could not catch sight of Chet or Jennifer.

Then, to his surprise, Ronnie Michaels came spilling out with his diploma cover clutched tightly to his armpit and his missing top hat once again adorning his head.

“How did you—”

Ronnie slapped him on the shoulder.

“Line’s quick,” he said. “No one really wants to hang out here any longer than necessary.”

Buck pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Okay, so did you see Jennifer in there? I have to talk to her.”

“Sorry, little camper. Chet and Jennifer are already on their way to Grumpy Balser’s party. That’s the rumor, anyway.”

Buck shuffled where he stood. Grumpy Balser was the twenty-year-old tenth grader whose parents went on vacation every weekend, leaving him alone to watch the house and make sure it stayed peaceful and orderly. His “quiet weekends” were by invitation only.

“Okay. Any chance we can sneak in?”

“I mean, we’re graduates now. I’m sure we could just put ourselves on the list.”

Buck patted Ronnie’s top hat.

“All right, let me just get my cover, and we’ll head over.”


      ***Twenty minutes later, Buck and Ronnie climbed out of the back of a pickup truck that was headed in Grumpy’s direction. The old man at the wheel leaned his head out of the window when they marched by. 

“If you hear sirens,” the old man said, “run.”

Ronnie tipped his hat to the man.

“Good advice, Mr. Weatherly. Thank you for the ride.”

“Hope you got a way home, ‘cause I ain’t coming back through here. Not for you, and not for anyone.”

“I’m sure we can hitchhike.”

“Better hope so.”

Mr. Weatherly honked as he set the truck in motion. He rounded the next corner and darted out of sight. The squeals coming from his tires as he sped off sounded like a bottle rocket. Buck smiled. He’d miss Mr. Weatherly. He was the greatest history teacher he’d ever had.

“And there goes what’s left of our umbilical cord,” Ronnie said. “Okay, well, party time?”

Buck said nothing. The time for chat was over.

They headed up the long driveway and its endless span of hot rods, past the naked cherub statue and the fountain it peed in, and up to the front door. The house bouncer, a three-hundred-pound man with sunglasses and a resistance to smiling, stopped them before they could set foot past the threshold.

“No nerds,” he said without hesitation.

“Yeah, good,” Ronnie said as he puffed up his chest. “We hate nerds. Screw all of ‘em.”

Buck said nothing.

The bouncer raised his eyebrow as he looked down at Ronnie. The doorman easily had a foot on Ronnie and at least three inches on his top hat.

“Look, we deserve to be here,” Ronnie said. He showed the bouncer his diploma, which was still wedged under his armpit. “See? We’re graduates.”

“But you’re still nerds.”

Ronnie snorted at him.

“Please. Nerds are so high school. We’re gentlemen.”

The bouncer glanced inside the doorway and sized up the dozens of beautiful occupants dancing in the living room. Then he cast his gaze back down at Ronnie, then at Buck, then back at Ronnie.

“Lose the top hat, and I’ll consider letting you in.”

Ronnie pressed his palm against the flat side of his hat.

“Never!”

The bouncer nodded at Buck.

“Then only he goes in.”

Ronnie smacked Buck on the spine.

“Fair enough. Go get her, Buck.”

Buck slipped past the bouncer before Ronnie could get him kicked out and possibly arrested.

Inside, many of the kids he’d shared classes with danced around, chugged drinks, and held conversations about things he knew nothing about. As he scanned each room for any sign of Chet or Jennifer, he overheard talking points about summer jobs, new cars, trips to Aspen, and other things that required steep price tags. Coming from a simple middle-class home, Buck’s experience with money and luxury was limited to single pieces of furniture or appliances every couple of years. Last Christmas, his mom had brought home a microwave. It was a celebration of advancement. She’d set it next to their ten-year-old coffeemaker.

When he got to the kitchen, the conversations quickly transformed from summer plans to drinking challenges. Bobby Mitch was already on the floor, singing about pigeons in a purple sky. The kids around him were spilling their drinks in his mouth every time he said something that rhymed with “ah.” Neither Chet nor Jennifer was on this side of the house. Buck moved back toward the living room and headed for the study.

As he passed the front door, he saw Ronnie showing the bouncer a deck of cards. He must’ve been carrying it around in his top hat. The bouncer picked a card from the middle.

Past the vestibule, Buck entered the study. In this room, the boys and girls were making out, but Chet and Jennifer were not among them, so he headed down the hall toward the family room. They weren’t there either, so he stepped out through the sliding glass door and onto the back porch. More conversations, more food and drinks, and more making out, but no Chet, and no Jennifer. In the backyard, another couple dozen teenagers hung out by the pool. A few of them had jumped in fully clothed. Buck started thinking he’d come here for nothing.

Back inside, he returned to the kitchen and peeked through the garage door. Just laundry machines, exercise equipment, and jocks cheering on another kid who was lifting a barbell off the bench press. Nothing else worth noting.

Buck groaned under his breath as he returned to the main hall. There was just one place left to check. Upstairs.

Even though the stairwell was roped off and had a very clear NO ADMITTANCE sign draped across it, Buck defied the message and stepped over the rope. He climbed the stairs to the first landing, then moved left up to the second landing, then crossed the balcony into the house’s personal spaces.

The first room he encountered was a guest bathroom that hadn’t been cleaned in a while. No one was in there. Next was a bedroom. He cracked the door open to find Grumpy lying on his bed, reading a comic. He was alone, and Buck decided not to bother him, so he squeezed the door shut before Grumpy could figure out he was being watched. The next two bedrooms were empty. One of them looked like it belonged to an older sibling who had moved out, judging by the posters of bands from the early 1970s. The other had bookshelf after bookshelf stuffed to the edges with hardcovers dating back to the days of F. Scott Fitzgerald. Clearly a guest room.

He stepped into the hallway and glanced to his left. One room remaining. The master bedroom.

Buck tiptoed to the door and edged it open. The room inside was black. When he pushed it open wide enough to slip through, allowing more light into the room, most of the furniture materialized in the dimness.

Buck’s jaw dropped and his heart raced when his eyes adjusted to the sight before him.

Grumpy’s parents had their own private palace in this room! Never mind the English-looking king-sized four-poster bed or its silk canopy draped overhead. Never mind the raised platform it sat on or the many pillows that dotted its ornate headboard. Surrounding it was a hundred square feet of floor space, covered in Middle Eastern rugs, and flanked by French windows, which were concealed behind European window drapes, which looked inward at a Japanese television sitting on a Greek or Roman marble stand, and sat angled to entertain any occupants of the king-sized bed, the walk-in closet, or the private bathroom of unknown origin but probably American.

Buck shuffled across the floor, feeling its hardwood against the soles of his shoes. This was a luxury he had no familiarity with. At home, he had to walk on shag carpets and linoleum floors to get anywhere. But here at Grumpy’s, he could walk on polished wood like royalty.

He smiled. So, this was what it felt like to be rich.

It suited him well.

Curious about how the fancy lived, Buck crossed the floor to the walk-in closet and found the light switch. Careful not to attract any attention from the hallway, he drew the closet door shut behind him, then flicked it on. Once the light flared up, he found himself surrounded by banks of shoes, shelves of belts, and racks of variant clothing from slacks to dresses, to jackets and coats, and not a single pair of jeans in sight. He also found a few neckties. Proper ties. Silk ties. The kinds of ties that made him professional, not pathetic. He picked one up and tried it on. Fortunately, there was a full-length mirror on the door he could use to check himself.

As he fumbled with the tie, it became obvious he didn’t know how to tie a knot. It was disheveled. Didn’t matter. It was still nicer than wearing a tape measure or anything else he had around the house.

Buck wondered if Grumpy’s dad would miss it if he’d walked out with it. He counted the other neckties. Each one was patterned, silk, and as fancy as the one in his hand. He counted twenty-four. Two dozen even. He stared at the tie hanging from his shoulders. Someone would have to teach him how to tie it.

Buck nodded. It was a pleasant fantasy. But it was still just a fantasy. Grumpy’s dad didn’t get rich by miscounting his assets, and Buck was no thief. The tie would have to stay. But at least now he had something to strive for. If anyone were to give him graduation money, he’d use it to buy a tie. Probably a silk tie. Had to be done. It was the first step in looking rich.

He put the tie where he’d found it and shut off the closet light. Then he opened the door, headed for the bathroom, and followed the same procedure. With the door closed, he turned on the light, marveled at the walk-in shower that filled up half the room and the Jacuzzi jets that lined its walls, then turned off the light and reopened the door.

This was a place he could get used to. He headed over to the bed and sat on it, bounced up and down, then fell backward with his arms outstretched.

That’s when he heard the slurping noises coming from under the bed.

His heart thumped. He hadn’t believed in monsters lurking under beds since childhood, but now that he sat in the lair of a rich person, he wondered if the tales were true. Grumpy’s parents were eccentric enough to keep their own pet monster under the bed, or maybe a dog, which was more likely. But what kind of dog? A big one? A vicious one? Probably no dog he’d want to meet without an invitation.

Except a vicious one would’ve attacked him the moment he’d walked into the room. This one didn’t acknowledge him. Instead, this one bumped the mattress from underneath, likely attacking a particularly aggressive flea, if fleas even existed in this house. Given the thickness of the bed, Buck felt hardly more than a tremor. But it wasn’t unnoticeable.

He dared to peek under the bed. Get a good look at that dog.

A minute later, he found himself hitting Chet Armstrong over the head with his diploma cover while Jennifer Mills demanded that he stop.

A minute after that, he was alone again, on the bed, bruised and bleeding, with his pants getting passed among the kids downstairs and Jennifer standing outside the door, crying about whatever had just happened here.








  
  

Episode 3


A Bet with Chet
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The house bouncer was shining a flashlight in Buck’s eyes when he awoke after a short stint in Blackout City. 

“Hey, Mr. Stamps,” Ronnie said from the doorway. In the juxtaposition of hall light shining into the bedroom, Ronnie and his top hat resembled the silhouette of a tilted Abe Lincoln, but shorter. “He awake?”

“Looks like it,” the bouncer said. “Grab his feet and we’ll get him out of here.”

Ronnie and Mr. Stamps, the bouncer, carried Buck out of the house and loaded him in a jeep. Once Buck was safely buckled in, they looked for his pants. Ronnie came back empty-handed. When Mr. Stamps returned with a wet plastic bag, he told Ronnie he’d found them sinking in the pool and retrieved them with a net, stuffed the dripping blob into a kitchen trash bag, and tied it up. Now he’d dumped the bag onto Buck’s lap. Now that Buck was gaining coherence, the bouncer asked him not to get the seat wet. Buck told him not to expect much. His success rate at good fortune had been at the low end these last few weeks.

After the bouncer parked in Buck’s driveway, he unbuckled Buck’s seat and pulled him onto the lawn, telling him good luck. He reached into his glove compartment and flung a small card through the passenger window. It landed on Buck’s chest. In the hazy glow of the streetlight, Buck could just make out the contents. It was Mr. Stamps’s business card.

“My rates are affordable, just in case,” he said. “But I don’t do student discounts.”

Mr. Stamps pulled onto the street and drove off. Buck didn’t know where Ronnie was, but he imagined the bouncer was off to pick him up and take him home. Or maybe he was off to his next job. Buck had no idea.

It took him another ten minutes to recover his senses. Now that the blood had dried and his head was clear, he took the pants out of the bag and put them on. Then he entered the house, where he could take them off, jump in the shower, and rethink his life.


      ***Buck spent the next morning with his phone in hand, contemplating whether to call Jennifer or let things go. From the moment she’d popped out from under the bed, his memory of everything about the night before mashed together and drifted down a whirlpool of painful snapshots. All he remembered was the embarrassed look on her face, the feeling of his diploma making a hard impact with the back of Chet’s skull, Chet’s fist rounding on him and smashing him in the jaw, the jarring crack of his teeth colliding with each other, the jolt he felt to his ears and into his forehead, and the feeling of the senior Balsers’ bed mattress flying up and at him, pressing into his back like a marshmallow against his shoulders. Even as the lace canopy covering the bed faded in the growing darkness, he recalled watching Chet rubbing the back of his head as he wandered off, conjuring up a salty vocabulary the likes of which Buck hadn’t learned from his English teacher until his senior year. His punch had leveled Buck. Buck’s assault with a weapon had barely caused Chet discomfort. And now Chet had left the party with Jennifer while Buck left it with the bouncer. Nothing about last night had measured up to his hopes. 

Buck shook his head. What more could he do? If Jennifer ever respected him, she would’ve lost it with last night’s failure.

He hung up and went back to bed. His headache was still pounding, and his teeth still hurt. He was in no mood to talk, anyway.

As afternoon approached and his health began to recover, Buck wondered how the night might’ve played out if he were stronger or knew better moves. The only reason he’d gone looking for Chet was to fight him. But whether he’d found him under the bed or in the middle of the dance floor, he’d let Chet have it in the most pathetic way imaginable. Nothing he dished would’ve made any difference.

If Buck wanted Jennifer back, he’d have to enlist help.

Maybe Mr. Stamps meant what he’d said.

Buck retrieved the phone and dialed the bouncer’s number. Instead of the gruff tones of a three-hundred-pound man, however, a woman with a sexy voice answered.

“Hey, baby,” she said, with the breath of a Valley girl.

Buck stammered. “Er, do I have the right number?”

“You need a protector, sweetie?”

Buck nodded. The woman on the other end obviously couldn’t see him. “Yes,” he said.

“Then you called the right place.” She coughed. Her sexy voice took on a little gravel and a little phlegm. “Pardon me. What type of business are you protecting?”

Buck shrugged.

“No business. Just me.”

The woman was silent.

“Er, my name is Buck, if that’s important.”

“It’s not. You say you need personal protection?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The dull tapping of background keys stopped.

“The Bouncer Depot has two services,” she said. “Businesses and events. If you want personal protection, I can give you the number to our sister service, but I gotta warn you, their prices are much higher, and judging by your scratchy voice, I can’t imagine you make more than whatever your parents give you for allowance.”

“I mean…”

“That’s not a rebuttal. So, if I were you, I’d learn self-defense instead. Ever take karate?”

Buck shook his head. The woman still couldn’t see him. “No.”

“Where do you live?”

“East Hybrid, near the highway out of town.”

“Ah, good. Then you’re close to the Whipping Shed. I’d suggest you stop over there and speak to the proprietor, Ken Kabuki. We call him Mr. Kabuki. He can teach you a lot. But be ready to wax his car and paint his fence.”

“What?”

“Don’t ask. He’s a strange old man. But he’s really good at karate. And his prices are cheap. If you need a good defense, give him a look. But if you need your business or event defended, then we’re your solution.”

The woman coughed again. She might’ve been smoking. Either way, she’d given up on sounding sexy.

“Will he teach me how to fight a bully?”

“Probably. It is karate, after all.”

Buck twanged the phone cord. He’d have to give this some thought. His dad had once tried enrolling him in karate as a child but pulled him out before he finished his white belt because the instructor had spent too much time teaching how to block and not enough time teaching how to dominate. Twelve years later, Buck also wished his old instructor was more offensive than defensive. Perhaps this Mr. Kabuki would be more empathetic to the current situation.

“Okay,” he said. “Thanks for the info.”

“No problem, sweetie. Just tell me where I can send the consultation bill, and we’ll be on our way.”

“Consultation bill?”

“Well, sure. Giving advice is one of our side solutions. Twenty dollars an hour. Because we spoke for, er, three minutes, that comes out to a dollar fifty.”

Buck thought back to the park attendant who’d charged him two dollars to enter Park Center Park and rubbed his forehead.

“Is nothing free anymore?”

“Sometimes love is, depending on where you get it.”

“Never mind. If you got a pen, I’ll send you my address. You can mail me an invoice there.”

“Oops, we’ve just hit a fourth minute. Now it’s two dollars.”

Buck spat out his address before the bill climbed to two fifty.


      ***Before Buck disconnected with the nice lady who exploited him for her time, he dared to ask where to find the Whipping Shed. After a lengthy explanation, using his location as a point of reference and an extra dollar’s worth of consultation, Buck had everything he needed to find this elusive Mr. Kabuki, who apparently wasn’t so elusive at all. In fact, the Whipping Shed was on Main Street, just past the bend coming out of the Alley of Pines, a mile from his house and in plain view. The way the Vixen of Bouncer Depot had explained it (that was the name she’d used when she thanked Buck for calling), it seemed he’d seen the building every time he went downtown but never paid attention to the sign. 

So, when he got on Ronnie’s bike and rode down his street, up through the Alley of Pines, and turned left at the newsstand, he found the building he was looking for just beyond the trees. And as he reached his destination, he realized he’d already been there once upon a time, back in the days when he was trying to sell chocolate to local businesses for a fundraiser. He’d just forgotten the name. He’d always remembered it as “That Karate Place.”

Instead of the tinkling of wind chimes he’d expected, a traditional shop bell rang the moment he opened the door. And the front room had a waiting area, complete with a sign-in desk and watercooler. Two potted ferns sat in either corner of the room closest to the front window, and a poster of a traditional Japanese house hung from the wall just over a magazine rack. Another bell sat on the counter. It was quite commercial. Buck tapped it.

A moment later, a stooped, middle-aged Japanese man came waddling in from the hallway beyond the reception desk. He was dressed like a plumber and carried a plunger in his hand. A spot of blood was dripping off his palm down the handle. The man didn’t seem to notice.

“What you want?” he asked.

“I was told to come here if I wanted to learn how to fight.”

The man’s left eyebrow rose as he studied Buck up and down.

“Too skinny,” he said and turned back toward the hallway.

“I’ll pay you whatever you want!”

Buck regretted the words the moment they left his mouth. He didn’t have any financial leverage to offer the man. That was the whole point of his coming here. Otherwise, he would’ve paid for assistance from the Bouncer Depot’s sister site.

But it still stopped the man and forced him to face Buck again.

“Anything?”

Buck shuffled where he stood.

“Er, within reason.”

The man walked around the counter and spotted the bicycle leaning against his reception counter.

“Nice bike,” he said. “Kabuki could use nice set of wheels.”

Buck pulled the handlebars closer.

“Um, this is my friend’s bike. Not for sale.”

“Boy say anything. Kabuki want bike.”

Buck started for the door.

“Never mind.”

As Buck reached the door handle, the man cleared his throat.

“Lesson one in winning fight, never give in to enemy. Boy passed first test.”

Buck stopped and glanced over his shoulder.

“What now?”

Mr. Kabuki pointed at the chairs by the front window.

“Sit down. Kabuki interview boy, see what boy made of.”

Buck wasn’t so sure about this anymore.

“Okay, what’s this gonna cost me?”

“Figure that out later. Sit down. Training depend on goal.”

Buck dropped the kickstand and parked the bike by the counter. He took a seat by the magazine rack. Kabuki pulled up a chair and faced him head-on. He set the plunger on the floor and leaned in close for a better look at Buck.

“What boy want self-defense for?”

“I have a bully problem.”

Kabuki made a strange guttural noise with his throat as he nodded, then hummed a sound that resembled agreement. “Hrmm mmm, hrmm mmm.”

“So, I need to learn how to punch him, so he’ll go down and stay down.”

“How old boy?”

“Just turned eighteen.”

“Not mind assault charges filed against you?”

Buck hadn’t considered that. He was an adult now.

“Well, I have to stop my bully problem somehow.”

“Lesson two. Buy guard dog.”

Buck got up from his chair.

“If you’re not gonna help.”

Kabuki signaled Buck to sit.

“Why bully bother boy?”

Buck shrugged.

“I don’t know. He’s been doing it since freshman year. But lately he’s been attacking me personally. Night of my birthday, he stole my girlfriend. Made out with her right in front of me.”

Kabuki nodded.

“Yes, yes. Can see that happening to skinny boy.”

“I mean, I don’t want that to happen. I like Jennifer. She’s cool and blonde and a girl. You know?”

“Kabuki remember first lady friend. Married her moment he defeated girl’s boyfriend in battle.”

Buck leaned against his armrest.

“So, you understand?”

Kabuki nodded.

“Hai. Boy want defeat enemy in battle to win back lady friend.”

“Yes. That’s what I want.”

Kabuki smashed his palms together and rubbed them together. Flecks of blood flew out and splattered onto the floor. Buck resisted the urge to ask whether it hurt.

“Kabuki can help boy. Come.”

He got out of his chair and shuffled toward the hallway. Buck followed him. Down the hall, they passed a few offices and the karate dojo’s training floor. One office had a dental chair sitting in the middle. The previous owners must not have cleared out their inventory completely.

Kabuki led Buck to the break room and pointed at a coffeemaker.

“Make Kabuki cup of coffee.”

“Huh?”

“Coffee.” Kabuki nodded at the coffeemaker.

Buck stared at the complex machine and its glass jar sitting in its cradle. It had a single button on its base, but Buck wasn’t sure what would happen if he pressed it. His mom made coffee every weekday morning, but only after Buck left for school, so he never saw how she did it. He’d see the results only when he got home each afternoon to find the jar—she called it a “carafe”—and some cups in the sink.

He glanced at Kabuki and shrugged.

“Don’t know how.”

Kabuki’s eyebrow rose.

“Then how boy expect to defeat bully in battle?”

“Um, I’d still like to punch him and watch him hit the ground, teach him never to mess with me or steal my girlfriend ever again. If that’s possible.”

Kabuki shook his head.

“What year now?”

Buck didn’t understand the question, but he answered it anyway. “Nineteen eighty-five.”

“Not eighty-four?”

Buck shrugged.

“No. Hasn’t been eighty-four in five months.”

Kabuki pointed at the coffeemaker.

“Then karate out, coffee in.”

“I don’t understand.”

Kabuki opened a cupboard and pulled down two ceramic cups. He placed them on either side of the coffeemaker.

“Kabuki see future in dream, and karate not ‘in’ thing anymore. If boy want defeat enemy, then boy learn way of business. Boy learn how to be entrepr–entraper–entree paper ner.”

“An entrepreneur? Heard of it, but I don’t know what it is. What is it?”

“In future, there be great movement in coffee beans. Boy lead way and stomp enemies through harsh business practice. Much more effective than karate.”

Buck stared at the coffeemaker. Had no idea what Kabuki was talking about. Last he heard, the receptionists were the ones making coffee, not the businessmen.

“Seems impossible. I don’t know how to become one such entrepreneur.”

Kabuki patted the top of the coffeemaker.

“Lesson three. Make Kabuki coffee.”

Buck shook his head.

“I don’t get it. I just want to punch Chet and take back my girlfriend.”

“Violence not necessary. Rich boy can buy out less rich boy. Make Kabuki coffee.”

Buck appreciated what Kabuki was trying to tell him, but he couldn’t see the benefit. Chet responded to violence. Whatever Kabuki was trying to tell Buck, it made no sense.

“Sorry for wasting your time, Mr. Kabuki,” he said. “But whatever you’re talking about, it’s not for me.”

Kabuki straightened his back and glanced down at Buck. It made him look taller. He was at least six feet at full height now.

“If boy want win battle, boy must adapt. But Kabuki understand. Sometime enemy must coax boy out of shadow and into light. Not boy’s time. One day he understand.”

Buck left Kabuki a five-dollar tip and walked out of the Whipping Shed. While standing on the sidewalk, glancing down Main Street, he wondered if he was making a mistake giving up on Kabuki’s advice. After all, he was a middle-aged Japanese man who’d seen some stuff. And he took his wife from his enemy.

But he’d won by “defeating” him, and that had to require violence. Whatever he was teaching now would not fly in 1985. That anyone could win back a girl through “harsh business practice” seemed ridiculous.

He got on his bike and rode toward the town’s restaurant quarter, toward Hybrid Beach. He was getting hungry.


      ***On his way home, Buck pedaled through the back roads of Hybrid West, hoping to grab a cookie or two from Pound Cake, the neighborhood bakery. Irina Swift, the proprietor, was as friendly as ever, tossing in that extra chocolate chip cookie to incentivize him to return for more. While she was fetching the cookies from behind the counter, Buck felt compelled to tell her about his “training” with Mr. Kabuki. Because she was so chatty with him, he thought it made sense to return the favor. 

But when she handed him the bag and rang him up, she offered him a warning.

“I know Kabuki and like him, but you should be mindful of what he teaches you.” Irina’s face betrayed no smiles, but her expression was stern. Under that blonde head and beneath those sweet, blue eyes was a guardian angel, and this guardian angel kept no reservation of bad feelings. “He’s grown tired of his art, but his instincts never change.”

Buck handed her a five-dollar bill for the cookies.

“I’m not saying I want to go back,” he said. “Just thought it was weird that he wouldn’t teach me karate. I just assumed that was his gig, you know?”

Irina’s lips pulled back to show off her varnished teeth.

“He’s still wise. Just a tad dangerous is all.”

“I don’t want to fight him.”

Irina nodded as she passed along the bag of cookies and his change.

“Make sure it stays that way. As far as your friend Jennifer goes, I wouldn’t fight so hard to win her back. Sounds like she’s chasing trouble, and I don’t suppose you really want that.”

“I still want her. She’s my girlfriend. Or was, I guess. I’m not really interested in breaking it off.”

“Maybe you should be. Something to think about, at any rate. But if you ignore my advice and decide to keep your broken heart, you can always come back for more cookies. I’ll be here with a fresh batch. And Kabuki’s right about business. You should get a job. Girls like boys who work.”

Buck thanked her and continued on his way home.

Fifteen minutes later, when he rounded onto Main Street, he nearly tipped his bike. Three familiar faces were standing on the sidewalk beside the entrance to Hybrid Silver Screens, a two-screen theater that showed second-run movies. Each boy was slurping a fountain drink. He slammed on his brakes just shy of hitting them.

“Well, if it isn’t little Buck Star,” Chet said, laughing, as he pointed his straw at his face. “Your face looks awful. Is the little man lost?”

Buck cursed under his breath when he realized he could’ve solved all his problems if he’d just ridden right into him.

“Hi, Chet. Glad to see you clogging Main Street’s arteries again.”

“Ooh, big talk from such a little loser.”

Chet exchanged glances with Tommy Slick and his other henchman, Pigeon Polluck. Tommy pulled down the front tip of his cowboy hat, apparently embarrassed to be there. Pigeon, on the other hand, puffed up his chest as he laughed along with Chet. Pigeon was a smaller kid, but bullish in his attitude. Rumor had it his back teeth were fangs. Anyone he bit wound up with a gash in their skin. Whenever Chet sicked his henchmen on a nerd, Pigeon was the one who enjoyed it a little too much. Pigeon was clearly enjoying this moment of ridicule, too.

“Yeah, loser,” Pigeon said. Cola dribbled down his chin.

Buck was in the middle of Main Street, baking in the afternoon summer sun, and he was no longer a high school student. At eighteen years old, in a season when college was his next big decision, he realized he didn’t have to put up with this anymore. Even if Kabuki didn’t want to teach him how to fight, allowing Chet to harass him was no longer practical. He could just go home and forget this douche ever existed.

And then the movie theater entrance swung open and out came a blonde girl in a pink checkered skirt and matching blouse.

“Oh, hi, Jennifer,” Buck said, suddenly forgetting what he was doing here or where he was going. Jennifer flinched at the sight of him. “You’re looking nice today.”

Jennifer said nothing.

“Hey, who said you could talk to her?” Chet poked his straw at Buck’s chest.

Buck struggled to return his attention to Chet. He wanted to gaze at Jennifer for the rest of the day. She was so beautiful with that blue ribbon in her hair and the box of candy in her hand.

“I was just being nice,” he said, “seeing as how we dated for six months and all—”

Chet stabbed him in the chest with his plastic straw again. Buck winced from the discomfort.

“Let me get something straight, loser. She’s my girl now. I stole her from you fair and square, and I will not let you talk to her. Got it?”

As much as he wanted to punch Chet right now—so much that it bubbled in his gut—Buck knew he couldn’t win a physical battle against Chet, especially if Mr. Kabuki declined to teach him karate. Even if he were to attempt moves like the “Praying Mantis” or the “Crane-kick to the Marbles,” he wasn’t skilled enough to pull them off. He’d likely get his butt kicked, again, if he tried. No, he’d have to let this one go.

“Yeah, I was just—”

Buck couldn’t help it. First, his eyes moved in Jennifer’s direction. Then, his entire head turned her way. Her lips were drenched in pink lipstick. And her blouse was tight on her skin. Her neckline dropped in a V, pointing to a place where Buck had never been invited to explore, as much as he’d wanted to—

No, he couldn’t surrender to his thoughts. He forced his eyes on Pigeon, on Tommy, on—

“Hey,” Chet said. “Were you just looking at her?”

“No, psh. I mean, my eyes might’ve glanced at her in the split second it took me to see what movies are playing, but—”

“You better not. I don’t want you getting any ideas about taking her back. Not gonna happen.” Chet poked him in the chest with his entire cup. “And don’t look at her again. I don’t want to have to embarrass you in front of all these people.” He gestured at the pedestrians walking up and down Main Street. “And you know I will.”

Buck shook his head. He was eighteen now. No time for this childish jealousy. Giving in to Chet’s bullying behavior didn’t make sense anymore. He’d have to win Jennifer back another time, when Chet wasn’t around.

“Whatever. I have errands to run anyway, so I’m gonna keep riding. Continue to gloat over your cocky victory if you want, but I won’t be here to listen.”

Seemed like the right call, even though he wanted to put the girl on his bike and ride off with her. If life weren’t so cruel.

“What’s a loser like you need to run errands for?” Chet said, undulating his shoulders in some kind of taunt. “Your mommy too drunk to do them herself?”

His mom didn’t drink. Chet was taking this too far. Pigeon snickered under his breath as he mimed a drunk person. Tommy was looking off toward the neighboring shop, and Jennifer was stepping closer to the movie theater’s entrance, with one hand edging closer to the handle.

“Chet, is this really necessary?” Buck asked. “I mean, school’s out.”

Chet stepped forward and leaned in close to Buck’s face.

“It’s always necessary, dork. I will always be better than you.”

Buck nudged his front tire to the side. It was time for him to go.

“Look, I’m not doing this anymore. Fine, you got Jennifer. You win. Let me go, okay? Besides, I need to find a summer job now. Nothing you’d know about, being rich and spoiled and all.”

“Rich and spoiled?” Chet shoved him backward hard enough to knock him off his seat. “You little twerp. I’ll have you know I run the most successful juice stand in town. Or have you forgotten?”

Flashes of his birthday “dessert” pummeled his memory.

The cake without the candles.

The lonely ride to the park.

Watching his girlfriend make out with his enemy by a tree.

He hadn’t forgotten a thing.

It was all too much.

Buck recovered his balance and lunged for Chet’s drink, yanking out the straw. He crushed it between his thumb and index finger. One way or another, Chet would pay for bringing that back up.

“Hey, that’s my straw!” Chet said.

Nerd or not, there were still ways for Buck to kick Chet’s ass.

“You know what, Chet? I’m sick of you and your bullying. I don’t think you’re all that hot. You can’t even give Hybrid High a football winning streak. How did we finish? Two and fourteen? And you can’t cheer for crap. When you wear those tight pants, everyone can see that you’re not packing much. No one wants to spend six hours waiting for you to come out of the damn locker room for every play just to watch you cheer for yourself. Your teammates always look cold whenever you’re back on the field. And as far as your ‘success’ goes. You’re only successful because your dad is successful. Probably bought off the coach for letting you make games last six hours. Your juice sucks. Like piss in a cup.”

He glanced at Tommy and shook his head. He actually liked the lemonade, but Chet didn’t need to know that.

“Furthermore…” Buck poked Chet in the neck with the straw. Angered by the move, Chet cocked his hand back to punch him, but Tommy blocked him and shook his head, telling him not in front of witnesses.

“I’ll kill you,” Chet said to Buck.

But Buck wasn’t finished. “Your juice sucks, and I bet I can start a business and outsell you in a heartbeat.”

Chet’s anger hit a sudden reversal, so fast that Buck wondered if he was psychotic. Now he was laughing.

“Ha, is the little man challenging me to a business-off?”

Buck didn’t even know what that meant, but he nodded anyway.

“Yeah. I am. You ain’t nothing, and I’ll prove it.”

Chet retreated a step and swatted Pigeon in the chest with the back of his hand.

“Can you believe this loser? Challenging me?” He swept his preppy hair back. His eyes were like those of a lion ready to pounce on a gazelle. “You are so on. And while we’re at it, let’s make this interesting. Loser gives his business and all his earnings to the other.”

“Fine.”

What was he doing? Buck knew nothing about owning a business. And he didn’t want to give Chet any money. He’d already given him a girlfriend.

“Oh, this is gonna be fun,” Chet said. “We’ll see what you’re made of. But to be fair, loser, and I’m a nice guy, I’ll give you sixty days to prove yourself. The whole summer. You prove you got a fatter wallet by the end, I’ll give you my business.”

Buck saw the ideal opportunity now.

“And you stop harassing me.”

Chet exchanged glances with his henchmen. Thought about it. Nodded.

“Yeah, you know what? If you beat me, you deserve my respect.” Chet extended his hand for a shake. “Deal.”

“And I want Jennifer back.”

Chet glanced at her. Her eyes were bugged out at him.

“Negotiable, but unlikely,” Chet said. “But since we’re upping the ante, if I win, you also become my employee. And then I’ll really own you.”

Things were escalating too quickly. Buck needed to stop this. Now. What was he doing?

But he couldn’t. He was so pissed.

“Fine.”

What was he doing? Volunteering to become Chet’s slave if he lost? What the hell was he doing?

He glanced at Jennifer. She couldn’t look at any of them. Her face had gone ashen.

Maybe the look of horror on her face meant she still cared.

Maybe it meant he could still win her back.

For now, though, the terms were not ideal, but Buck would have to take what he could get. The words had already been spoken, so he accepted the risks and shook Chet’s hand. It was the only hope of freedom he had.

“Deal.”

Chet nodded, then swiped Buck’s cookies. “Good luck losing, loser.”

He backed off and signaled his henchmen to follow.

“Come on, guys.”

Chet headed down the street, and Pigeon and Tommy followed. Jennifer, meanwhile, hung by the door, staring at Buck, shaking her head.

“Jennifer, let’s go,” Chet demanded.

She hesitated.

“Jennifer!”

Her back straightened as she glanced at Chet, then back at Buck. Her face was solemn.

“Sorry, Buck. I hope he doesn’t make too big of a fool out of you.”

And with that, she followed Chet and his posse down the street toward Hybrid West and the beach.

“Thanks for the support,” Buck mumbled under his breath.

What had he done?

As he watched them blur out of sight, he couldn’t help but wonder how he was supposed to win this ridiculous bet. The thought of becoming Chet’s employee sent a shiver down his spine.


      ***A few minutes later, Buck found himself back inside the Whipping Shed, once again ringing the desk bell. 

“Okay,” he said, when Kabuki came lumbering up the hallway. “I’ll learn whatever you teach me. Please show me how to make coffee. I have sixty days.”

The middle-aged man nodded.

“Kabuki need just one. Come!”








  
  

Episode 4


Training Begins


[image: Young man leans over a table studying coffee machines while a karate master looks on.]




Bet Statistics for Chet: 

Day 1: Monday, June 10, 1985

Chet’s Savings Account: $1,196

Chet’s Wallet: $52

Chet’s Business Funds: $100

Chet’s Expenses: $20/week for park space; 50% net earnings or $15-30/day for employee wages, whichever is less; $22/week for inventory; $0 for marketing

Hours of Operation: M-F, 5:00-8:00; Sat 12:00-6:00; Sun 10:00-4:00



Chet Armstrong must’ve been the most impressive guy ever to walk the streets of Hybrid City, if not all the Western Hemisphere. Who else could boast such a record of impressiveness by the end of high school? He’d carried his football team to victory every year since ninth grade, even when the seniors ahead of him had mistakenly said they were responsible for the school’s excellent win-loss records of 16-0, 15-1, and 12-4 respectively. With his final year’s awesome performance of 16-0, he’d proven he was on fire and always would be. And if the losers calling each game had the balls to put Hybrid High in the playoffs, they would’ve easily taken home the gold, or the belt, or whatever district winners brought to their schools at season’s end—Chet wasn’t sure because Hybrid High had been cheated out of the opportunity to win anything since its inception because school activity leaders claimed “touchdowns” won the game, not “yardage,” which was Hybrid High’s superpower and the statistic they dominated. In terms of yardage, Chet had the best passing record in the league. It was that stupid requirement that the kid with the ball entered the end zone that kept them from winning more games and having a record more in line with their stellar passing performance, according to the “rules.” The “touchdowns” rule changed their actual win-loss records to 4-12, 7-9, 6-10, and 2-14 respectively. It was enough to burn his stomach.

But then, the rules always got in his way, and he never had the patience for them. It was for that reason that he’d rushed off from the movie theater when he had. If he had stuck around long enough, that dork Buck Star might’ve talked him into making rules and conditions for the bet.

As far as Chet was concerned, there was no need for rules. He would win, no matter what, mainly because he was the most impressive guy in Hybrid City, but also because he refused to lose his business to some dweeb that Tommy Slick dunked headfirst into the toilet every Tuesday. It just wasn’t going to happen. And he certainly wasn’t about to let some technicality throw the game for him.

But if there had to be any rules, there would be just one. The guy with the bigger bank account at the end of sixty days was the winner. Of course, Chet never said the score would measure a tare of zero. As far as he was concerned, the money in his savings counted toward the final score. And though that dork had tried to insult him by calling him “rich and spoiled,” he was only half right. Chet wasn’t spoiled.

Chet laughed under his breath. As he glanced around the Liquid Shack, watching Tommy and Pigeon set up the table and put out the pitchers, he wondered where he’d station Buck once the bet concluded. Probably at the ice station. He’d certainly require him to wear a uniform. Probably a tutu. He laughed again.

“Are you even listening to me?” a shrill voice said from behind.

He took another bite of chocolate chip cookie, now aware that he wasn’t alone.

“What?”

“I said you should be marketing right now.”

He turned around to see Jennifer staring at him with her hands on her hips. She pecked forward as she spoke, like a chicken. It made his stomach growl just thinking about chicken. He finished off the cookie in his hand. Wherever Buck had bought them, Chet would have to pay the place a visit. Melted in his mouth. Sweetness.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Marketing costs money. I’m not about to spend money. Just make it.”

Jennifer pointed toward the park entrance.

“If you want to beat Buck, you gotta bring in the customers. For the last two weeks, all I’ve seen in here is me, Tommy, that weird kid—”

“Pigeon.”

“I don’t care. And a few of your old football pals. You couldn’t possibly be earning more than twenty bucks a day. And that’s before paying your employees.”

Chet snickered as he reached in the bag for another cookie.

“I don’t pay them. What are you talking about?”

Jennifer sized him up.

“Aren’t they your employees?”

Chet shrugged. He didn’t have to explain his reasons to her. Tommy earned half the night’s take, based on net earnings, as part of his requirement to stay on the job. Chet didn’t like paying him, but he was too good an enforcer to lose, so he pinched his nose every time he passed along half the cash purse. Nobody gave wedgies quite as well as Tommy, but Tommy refused to give wedgies if he couldn’t also earn an honest living—in this case, selling juice. It was a tough trade-off. But Pigeon—Chet had his balls in a vice grip. If Pigeon didn’t want his dirty little secret spilled, then he’d work for Chet indefinitely, no matter the request. Fortunately, the craziest orders gave Pigeon the highest morale. If Chet didn’t have a contingency in place, he might’ve feared the kid. But he sure as hell didn’t have to pay him.

“You ask too many questions,” he said. “I know what I’m doing. Besides, what are you even worried about? Buck’s a dork. He can’t beat me. You ever been to his house? Loserville.”

“I have, and he may not be as well off as you, but he’s not in poverty, either.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “And he’s not stupid.”

“Has he ever run a business? No?” Chet turned away from her and watched his two employees lay out the tablecloth for the cups. “Then I’m not worried.”

“If that’s your attitude, then you should be. He may not know the first thing about business, but you give him a good teacher, and he’ll learn fast.”

“Whatever.”

Chet glanced at her, then back at his employees. There was nothing more to add here.

Out of the corner of his eye, however, he noticed she’d moved her arms across her chest. He looked at her again. There was no smile on her face, nor was there an element of softness. Maybe she was serious. And if she’d suffered six months as that dork’s girlfriend, then maybe she knew something about him that Chet didn’t.

The most impressive guy in Hybrid City didn’t get that way by having things handed to him. Jennifer was probably wrong, but he couldn’t take that chance if his business was on the line. Buck may have been a dork, but the smart play was to pretend he could win.

“Fine,” Chet said. “You want to hold a sign by the road for me? Maybe shake that nice little cupcake of yours for some attention?”

Jennifer smiled. Looked like he’d be investing in a little marketing today.


      ***Bet Statistics for Buck: 

Day 1: (continued)

Buck’s Savings Account: $11

Buck’s Wallet: $85

Buck’s Business Funds: undetermined

Buck’s Expenses: not established

Hours of Operation: not established



Mr. Kabuki led Buck to the dojo’s break room and ordered him to sit at the table. As Buck got comfortable, Kabuki unplugged the coffeemaker and placed it before him.

“Study while Kabuki get uniform.”

Many questions raced through Buck’s mind, but he wasn’t sure which ones deserved his focus, so he failed to ask anything. Kabuki left him alone at the table with the coffee machine and no clarity on what to do with it. Buck compensated with curiosity.

While Kabuki was gone, Buck searched the machine with his eyes, then with his fingers. It was made of hard plastic, with a flip-top for loading coffee contents. He didn’t know what belonged where, but he was confident that by day’s end, he’d figure it out.

At the base of the coffeemaker was a single switch. There was nothing fancy about it. Buck flicked it. Nothing happened. The plug was dangling off the side of the table and snaking down its leg and coiling along the floor toward the wall. Buck considered plugging it in, but he wasn’t sure what would happen. Would it come alive? Would it start brewing the moment electricity raced up its prongs? As curious as he was for the answers, Buck didn’t want to break it on his first lesson. With the bet in full swing, he didn’t want to have to pay for it, either.

Kabuki returned a few minutes later with a crumpled gi in hand. He tossed it onto the table.

“Boy’s training uniform,” Kabuki said.

Buck drew the gi closer and unfurled it. The fabric was thinning, with a few places wearing out completely. It was a traditional white gi, like what he’d worn for karate as a six-year-old. But this one was mottled with ketchup stains along the lapels and sleeves. Buck sniffed it for freshness. Must’ve been in a closet for decades, judging how stale it smelled.

“How old is this thing?” he asked.

“Old enough. Get dressed. Come back and help Kabuki set floor.”

Even with Kabuki giving him instructions as clearly as only Kabuki could understand, Buck didn’t know what he was supposed to do. Set the floor? Make coffee instead of karate? It was all so strange. But he was training now. He’d listen to the master.

In the hallway, he spotted a bathroom near the fire exit and figured that was the best place to change. As he moved toward it, however, Kabuki shouted at him from behind.

“Not that way! Use dojo washroom.”

Buck was about to take another step, but the power in Kabuki’s voice grabbed him by the shoulders and froze him. The distance between the break room and restroom was just a few strides, whereas the distance to the dojo was more than triple that. Going farther out of his way to accomplish the same goal made no sense.

“You sure? I mean, I could just change in there.” Buck pointed at the closer room.

“That Kabuki private washroom. No visitors. Boy use dojo washroom. Everyone use dojo washroom.”

In other words, Buck thought, Kabuki’s restroom was cleaner than the dojo’s restroom, and the middle-aged man didn’t want him upsetting the trend. Buck could hardly take offense. He didn’t like it when outsiders used his bathroom, either.

Buck gave him a respectful nod and headed for the dojo. He found the public restroom at the back of the room beside a wall-mounted shield and a pair of swords—maybe katanas, though he didn’t know swords, so he couldn’t be sure. As he approached the bathroom door, he reached out to touch one of the sword points to see if they were replicas. It drew a drop of blood.

“For security,” Kabuki said from the dojo entrance. Buck turned to face him. Kabuki nodded at the swords. “Gift from father after last business robbed.”

“You ever have to use them?” Buck asked as he sucked on his finger.

Kabuki said nothing. Just folded his arms over his chest.

Buck thought it was best not to ask any more questions. The less he knew, the better. Again, he offered Kabuki a respectful nod, then ducked into the restroom to change his clothes. At least that felt familiar, like changing into a swimsuit at the pool.

He set his street clothes on the counter and checked himself out in the mirror. The gi barely fit. Although Kabuki hadn’t given him a belt, he noticed the drawstrings did a sufficient job keeping them snug around his waist. But because they were built for a smaller guy, he wondered if the drawstrings were even necessary. The top was secure, and Buck hadn’t worn a tight shirt since his last growth spurt almost three years ago. He worried he might tear it if he moved too fast.

The ketchup stains occupied most of his attention, however. He couldn’t help but wonder how anyone taking a skilled and graceful art like karate could be such a slob. Daring to check its freshness, he sniffed a stain on his right sleeve, just below the elbow. Musty, but no evidence of tomatoes. The flavor had worn out long ago. Or maybe the uniform had gone into a washing machine sometime between getting stained and onto Buck’s body. The staleness of the sleeve’s odor and the stain’s faded pink coloring even led Buck to wonder how long it had been since Kabuki had taught karate. Maybe it was no surprise that he was teaching a new art nowadays.

Kabuki clapped when Buck stepped out of the restroom in his new uniform.

“Gi fits,” Kabuki said. “Good, good, good. Come! Now boy help Kabuki set floor. Part of training.”

Buck followed him back to the break room.

He helped Mr. Kabuki gather various coffee products into a box and brought them to a table on the dojo floor. Among the key items were two coffeemakers, a box of filters, two canisters of grounds, a jug of milk, and a few ceramic mugs. Kabuki ordered Buck to set the coffeemakers on either side of the table and the supplies in between. Then he instructed him to plug in both machines.

“To make good coffee, boy must first learn how power coffeemaker.”

Buck had plenty of electronics at home and understood how plugs and outlets worked. He wasn’t an idiot. But still, he didn’t want to challenge the master. If he’d had the skill to defeat Chet in a “business-off,” then he wouldn’t have come here. Buck plugged in both coffeemakers.

“Good. Now peel back canister and smell coffee powder. To be successful at coffee business, boy must know what coffee smell like.”

Buck pulled off the canister’s lid and sniffed the coffee grounds. It smelled exactly like his kitchen first thing in the morning.

“Boy off to great start. What smell like?”

Buck looked up at Kabuki from over the canister’s rim.

“Coffee?” He didn’t know how to describe it. It was earthy. That much he knew.

“Hai. Smell like anything other than coffee, boy don’t use in coffee machine.”

Every successful businessman who’d made a name for himself started at an entry level, Buck reminded himself as he put the canister on the table. The basics were just part of the process.

“Now Kabuki teach boy how fill jug with water.”

Yes, all part of the process, he thought. Just an important cog in the ridiculous wheel of progress. Now he was going to learn how to fill a jug with water. Perfect follow-up to his high school graduation. He couldn’t wait to use this knowledge to defeat Chet Armstrong in a “business-off,” whatever the hell that was.

Buck sighed under his breath as he wondered if he was making a big mistake.








  
  

Episode 5


Learning from the Master


[image: Young man stares at a shelf in a corner grocery store.]




Mr. Kabuki had spent the better part of an hour showing Buck how to use a coffee machine effectively. After Buck filled the carafe with water—the thing he’d referred to as a “jug,” even though his mom had been calling it the right name all along—he dumped it into the coffeemaker’s reservoir. Kabuki explained that using the carafe to measure the water ensured that the machine never overfilled. Next, he showed him how to install a coffee filter. 

“Never fill without filter,” Kabuki said. “Coffee without filter like pouring sand into engine. Good way to damage machine.”

Buck opened the top of the coffeemaker and inserted the corrugated paper cup into a basket. Kabuki told him to remove it.

“Before boy make coffee, make sure machine clean.”

Buck removed the filter as he was told, but he didn’t know how to check for cleanliness. He ran his finger along the basket’s inner walls. Black water and some old coffee grounds came up when he withdrew it.

“Wise man say, when boy make coffee for self, clean when he want. But when boy make coffee for other, clean every morning.”

Buck found a paper towel in the inventory box he’d brought from the kitchen and ran it along the basket’s walls. Kabuki held out his palm.

“Waste no time,” he said. “Remove filter holder. Bring to sink.”

Buck noticed a plastic ring sitting along the rim of the basket. He pulled on it, and the whole thing lifted out of the machine. This must’ve been what Kabuki wanted because he nodded at him.

“Good. Come.”

Buck followed Kabuki to the break room, where he ordered him to fill the sink with water and soap.

“Let soak. Practice coffee on other machine.”

The lesson continued in the dojo, this time with the spare coffeemaker. Kabuki showed him how to measure the coffee grounds and to load the filter without ruining the basket. Once he showed him how to start the brew, he ordered Buck to watch the carafe get filled with black liquid. Kabuki emphasized the beauty of the process and wanted Buck to admire it.

“As caterpillar become butterfly, coffee bean become breakfast water.” Kabuki was now standing behind Buck, watching the brew with him.

Buck scratched at the glass. Then he retracted his forefinger as it made alignment with the coffee. The coffeemaker made “breakfast water” that could burn his skin. Dangerous butterfly.

“Do I have to admire it every time?” Buck asked.

“No talk. Just watch.”

Buck sat there and stared at the carafe until the percolated drip stopped. And he watched it for another minute because Kabuki said nothing. If he were still supposed to admire it, he wasn’t sure how. Even the undulation of the coffee’s surface had reached its end. Now it was stagnant bean water. Stagnant bean water that gave off an earthy aroma that perked Buck right up. It sure smelled lively.

“If brew stop, now time to pour in cup.”

Buck peeked over his shoulder to find Kabuki looking off toward the hallway as if expecting a visitor. If Kabuki admired the process too, he must’ve done so tangentially. But Buck remembered that the karate man was running a business here, and visitors were still invited. Buck picked up on the lesson: Kabuki couldn’t admire the coffee if it meant ignoring the potential for incoming customers. Perhaps his business sense grew despite Kabuki’s alternative training methods.

Buck removed the carafe by the handle and reached for a nearby ceramic mug.

“Quality matter,” Kabuki said. “So, cup matter. Better cup, better quality, better quality, better feeling, better feeling, better money. Business lesson four.”

Buck tipped the carafe toward the cup. The liquid reached the spout before Kabuki put out his hand to stop him.

“Always wait for brew to finish before pouring,” he said. “Early pour mean early disappointment.”

“What do you mean?”

“Pour too early, brew become bad mix. Quality suffer. Wait for brew, coffee become good.”

“Brew’s done, though, right?”

Kabuki nodded. “Hai. Now okay to pour. But not before!”

Buck nodded as if he understood, but he really didn’t get Kabuki’s point. It was just coffee. No matter how much liquid fell into the carafe, it all came from the same source. Likewise, it was the same coffee whether he’d poured into the cup sooner, later, or now.

But Kabuki was the master. This was another case of experience and not worth second-guessing. Maybe Buck would see his meaning in time. His dad had once tried to teach him about the intricacies of wine. This might’ve been the same situation. Of course, when his dad had taught him about wine, Buck was just twelve years old and didn’t understand the differences between types or brands. Now that he was a man, an adult, maybe he could appreciate the art of beverage-making better.

He tilted the liquid into the cup and watched it rise as it neared the rim. He didn’t wait for Kabuki’s further instruction, though. Just like pouring water or soda into a glass, there was a point when the liquid had to stop filling the cup. That point was now. He tilted the carafe away. He’d left millimeters of space between the liquid and the rim. Kabuki clapped once.

“Good,” he said. “Wanted to see if boy smart action-taker. Stopped at right time. So far, so good.”

Buck curled his lips as he considered the implication. It seemed the master was waiting for him to pour coffee all over his hand. It seemed as if he wanted to gauge whether Buck would hinge on his every word or act for himself. Or maybe he just wanted to check whether Buck was an idiot.

As Buck stared at the cup, he wondered if there was any other part of the lesson that depended on his foresight. And that, too, had implications.

Buck now stared at his hands, wondering how far Kabuki’s testing might go. So far, the lesson had been a cakewalk, but now he wondered how much of it would become an on-the-fly exam. Suddenly, the knot in his stomach became real. There was still room for him to fail this lesson, and if that happened, then what would he do? Would Kabuki still train him? Would he be forced to learn on his own? Would he burn himself trying to figure it out?

“Now taste,” Kabuki said.

“What?” Buck was thinking about the future and not about the drink.

“Taste. Time to test. And appreciate.”

Buck looked at the cup. Yes, he was still training. The coffee before him was still part of it. The realization that everything was a test couldn’t deter him from completing his training.

There was no grade.

Just victory or defeat.

He’d choose victory.

He would taste.

“Okay.”

He studied his adversary. A cup of coffee. Simple but potentially dangerous, like a butterfly. The liquid was so close to the cup’s rim that he didn’t know how to lift it without spilling it. But that wasn’t his biggest concern. He remembered the sharp pain he’d felt against his fingertip when he scratched at the carafe. And the steam floating up from the top reminded him of the sauna his physical education teacher had once taken the class to on a field trip. If Kabuki expected him to put that amount of heat into his mouth…

“What boy waiting for? Drink.”

“I think it might still be—”

Kabuki slapped the table, causing everything on it, including the cup, to bounce. “Drink!”

Buck snatched the mug’s handle and brought the whole thing to his chin. The coffee dripping down the side because of Kabuki’s impact burned Buck’s knuckles, but he squeezed his eyes shut hoping to bear it.

The steam billowing from the coffee raised the air’s temperature by double-digits. His instinct was to pull it away. But Kabuki was watching, so he brought the rim to his lips.

“Stop,” Kabuki said.

Buck lowered the cup and muttered a silent thanks to whoever was listening.

“What boy learn about making coffee?” Kabuki asked.

“I learned how to do it,” Buck said.

“Boy learn to appreciate coffee?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Sensei.”

“What?”

“Kabuki called Sensei.”

Buck didn’t get it.

“I thought you were called Kabuki.”

“Hai, but not today. Today, Kabuki called Sensei. Boy say ‘Yes, Sensei.’ Not ‘Yes, Master.’”

He still didn’t get it, but he’d take Kabuki’s word for it.

“Yes, Sensei,” Buck said.

“And boy called Donald-san.”

Buck shook his head. “What?”

Kabuki pointed at his chest. “Sensei.” Then he pointed at Buck. “Donald-san.”

Buck didn’t understand what Kabuki was saying. But he took a shot in the dark, anyway. Hopefully, he wouldn’t sound like an idiot.

“Is that what you call a trainee? A Donald-san?”

“Hai. Name, Donald. Title, San. Donald-san. Like ‘Mister.’ For respect.”

Buck chuckled under his breath. He understood now.

“Okay.” Then reality hit him. “Oh, no, but my name is Buck. Buck Star.”

“What boy say?”

“Buck.”

Kabuki contemplated Buck’s words.

“That why boy have bully?”

“Um…”

It had never occurred to him that his name could be the source of his harassment, but he didn’t think that was the case.

“Don’t think so.”

“Either way, not your fault, Donald-san. Now wait until coffee cool. Then drink.”

Buck frowned. Even his sensei didn’t respect him enough to get his name right. Whatever perception people had of him—that he didn’t earn their respect—he’d have to fix it.

“Okay. And just to be sure, my name is Buck. Not Donald. Buck Star.”

“Not your fault, Donald-san. Boy can still defeat bully.”

Buck rolled his eyes. “Awesome.”

This sensei-Donald-san relationship would need some work.

A few minutes later, the coffee was cool enough for Buck to drink, so he dared to take a sip. He nearly gagged.

“Ugh, bitter.” He nearly spat the coffee into the mug. “The hell?”

“That mean coffee good.”

Buck set the cup on the table. “People drink this?”

“Not just drink, people like.”

“Why?”

Kabuki shrugged. “Secret.”

“And I’m supposed to sell this? To people? Who have taste buds?”

“Boy need learn market. Coffee bitter, but boy can make sweet.”

“How?”

“Come!”

Buck followed Kabuki to the break room, where the karate master opened a cupboard and searched through a spice rack for an item of interest.

“Hmm, may be out.”

“Out of what?”

Kabuki recovered a small empty shaker and set it on the counter.

“Lesson five. When out of supplies, must buy more. We go shop down street. Buy sugar.”

“The Shop Down the Street?”

“Hai.”

“We’re going shopping? At the Shop Down the Street?”

“Hai.”

“For sugar? For just sugar?”

“Do boy want more?”

Buck wasn’t challenging the master. He wanted clarity. His mom would always tell him never to go to the store for just one thing if there was something else he’d later need. Prevented wasting time.

“Just think we could get a couple of things if we’re to get anything. You know?”

“Ah.” Kabuki jabbed at his shoulder and winked. “Shopkeeper have cute daughter. You like.”

Buck shook his head. He wasn’t expecting that remark. He was thinking more about cups or cream.

“I wasn’t talking about—”

“Girl sweet.”

Buck choked back the rest of his words. A flash of Jennifer crossed his mind. Once upon a time, she had been sweet.

“You mean like sugar plus ‘sugar’?”

Kabuki clapped his hands together and grinned.

“That sound like metaphor. Kabuki like metaphor. But no, boy just need sugar sugar. For coffee. But maybe boy talk to shopkeeper about daughter. For sugar sugar.” The old man winked again.

Buck smirked at the thought. He wasn’t looking for a new girl. He just wanted to win back his original love.

“Thanks, Sensei, but there’s already this girl I’m into.”

“Two girls trouble, Donald-san. One plenty. No bite more you can chew.”

“Yeah, that’s not what I meant—”

“Enough talk, Donald-san. We see shopkeeper now.”

Buck nodded. Advice about girls. Just another lesson from the old karate master at the Whipping Shed.


      ***They didn’t have far to walk. Buck, of course, felt ridiculous trailing behind the older Japanese man in the plumber’s uniform when he himself was wearing a tight-fitting gi with ketchup stains all over it. But the lesson wasn’t one in humiliation, as he might’ve assumed otherwise. Rather, the lesson was in obedience, and Buck wasn’t about to challenge the master’s authority, not so early in the training. 

When they reached the shop down the street, which was actually called “Shop Down the Street,” Kabuki instructed Buck to enter first.

“Lesson six, always show leadership, even when subordinate.”

Buck pushed on the glass door and immediately breathed in stale air-conditioning. The rumblings of an ancient wall a/c unit mixed with the canned soundtrack of the shop’s Muzak. Yet, the air was moist and warm, as if the air-conditioning was a prop. It was cooler and drier outside. Buck wondered if the shop’s inventory suffered as a result.

“Hi, Mr. Kabuki,” the shopkeeper said when the karate man followed Buck inside. “New trainee, I see?”

“Hai. First day.”

The shopkeeper was a semi-portly individual, probably in his forties or fifties, with a swirly mop of dark hair and a tight, sketchy mustache. His uniform comprised a dark blue vest over his regular clothes. He nodded at Buck.

“What’s your name, kid?”

“Buck. Buck Star.”

The shopkeeper saluted him. “Mack Green. I run this place. You need a job?”

Buck glanced at Kabuki for advice. Kabuki looked down at him and nodded.

“Lesson six.”

Buck puffed out his chest and saluted the shopkeeper in return.

“I’m starting my own business,” he said. “Gonna sell coffee. To people who actually drink it.”

“But boy happy to work part-time,” Kabuki said over his shoulder.

Buck felt something stab his chest from inside. It sounded like Kabuki had volunteered him for a job. He glanced back at him.

“What now?”

“Great, how’s Saturdays work for you?” Mack asked.

Buck wasn’t sure how to answer the question. He stammered as he tried to come up with words. He’d never had a job before. And he was no fan of the air-conditioning situation.

“Boy free Saturdays. And Sundays.”

Mack smiled.

“Excellent. I’ll get the paperwork ready.”

“But—”

“Come. We find sugar.” Kabuki grabbed Buck by the lapel and pulled him toward the center aisle.

Near the back of the store, they found various coffee products, from beans to powders, from filters to paper cups. Apparently, the Shop Down the Street even sold brewers. The cheapest one was nothing more than a cotton sock, but there was a better one that resembled the coffeemaker that Kabuki had at the Whipping Shed. Cost just seventy-five dollars. The bags of sugar sat along the bottom row beneath the coffeemaker. Kabuki pointed at one.

“That what we want.”

Buck assumed Kabuki wanted him to do the shopping here, so he took the sugar off the shelf. Kabuki, meanwhile, admired the bags of coffee available.

“When boy run out of coffee, this good place to resupply. Kabuki fan of Hawaii coffee.”

Buck didn’t know the difference between Hawaiian coffee and the store’s cheaper signature blend, “Store Powder,” according to its label, but given its two-dollar price difference, he assumed the Hawaiian blend was of better quality.

“You gonna buy some?” Buck asked.

Kabuki shook his head. “Left money at dojo.”

Buck shrugged. That was a no. Nevertheless, they were here for the sugar, so he banked the information for future reference rather than need-to-know-now. If he got to a point where he could discriminate between coffee blends, he’d remember Kabuki’s thoughts about Hawaiian coffee and use it for his business. But clearly not today.

Buck brought the sugar to the counter and reached for his wallet. Kabuki followed.

“Tell boy about daughter,” Kabuki said to Mack.

Mack nodded and smiled.

“Ah, yes. She’s about his age. Well, she’s not actually my daughter. I should probably clarify in case there’s confusion.”

“All the same.”

“Well, there’s somewhat of a difference, but—”

“Keep talking,” Kabuki said. “Boy need girlfriend. But Kabuki need use washroom. Be right back.”

“Okay. Bathroom’s that way.” Mack pointed at a door between a cereal shelf and a magazine rack.

As Kabuki lumbered off, Mack returned his attention to Buck.

“What was I saying?”

“Your daughter,” Buck said. “Or stepdaughter, maybe? You were saying she’s not actually your daughter.”

The shopkeeper nodded. “Right. She’s an exchange student I’m hosting. From France. You like French girls?”

Buck shrugged. He’d never given it much thought. Ever since Jennifer entered his life, he was enamored with her and never gave other girls much attention, at least not significantly enough to matter.

“Well, you’d like this one. She speaks very little English, so she doesn’t talk much. And I don’t think she has a boyfriend, not one she yammers on about at dinner, at least. Well, not that she ever eats dinner with us.” He stared off toward a surfing poster he had pinned on the wall behind his station. “Actually, I don’t really know anything about her, now that I think about it.” He shrugged. “Eh, but I’m sure you’d like her.”

Buck was tired of explaining his girl situation, so he let the discussion die. Or he would’ve if he could.

“If you’re interested, she works as a waitress at the tea shop by the beach. You know it?”

“Tealeaf Central?”

Mack snapped his fingers and pointed at him.

“That’s the one. You ever been there?”

“I’ve seen it, but I don’t drink tea, so…”

“Well, you should start. And if you do, you should look for her. She’s cute.”

Buck handed him a five-dollar bill for the sugar. “If you say so.”

The shopkeeper handed back the change. Then he leaned forward and rubbed Buck’s head.

“You’re a promising kid.” He looked up and nodded. “And you got a good teacher.”

Buck checked behind him to see Kabuki standing there. He’d swept in from behind.

“I’ll put in a good word for you with the girl,” Mack said. “Maybe she’ll like you back. In the meantime, see you at noon, Saturday.” He lowered his gaze, now serious. “Don’t be late.”

Buck frowned. He didn’t want a part-time job.

“Okay,” he said. What else could he say?


      ***When Buck and Mr. Kabuki returned to the Whipping Shed’s break room, Kabuki set the bag of sugar on the counter and reached for the empty dispenser along the back wall. He gestured for Buck to unscrew the top. 

“If boy want become good at service, he must learn all parts of industry. Must know tools. Feel mechanics. Know difference between glass and plastic shaker.”

Buck took the shaker and unscrewed the top. It felt like any other shaker coming apart in his hand. He set both the bottle and the top on the counter.

“Now boy fill bottle. Try not spill. More sugar on table mean less sugar in coffee.”

Buck stared at the glass shaker. Its mouth was small, and his coordination was questionable. He wondered if it was better to pour some in a cup first and use it as a funnel. If he were home, then starting with a mediating container would’ve been his play.

In the open cabinet above his eye line, many of the cups were the right size. Most cups were, of course, depending on how he poured, but he wasn’t sure if this test was about ingenuity or coordination, so he erred on the side of coordination, as karate itself lived or died by it, but also, probably, by ingenuity.

He shook his head. He was overthinking this.

Buck opened the bag of sugar and measured with his eyes the position and angle necessary to ensure a clean pour. He could do this.

As he performed geometry in his head, however, he noticed Kabuki’s hand moving toward the large pocket on the front of his overalls. Slowly, it went under the denim flap. Then, as Buck lifted the bag in preparation to pour, Kabuki’s hand slipped out of the pocket.

A bag of Hawaiian coffee beans appeared between his fingers. He set the bag beside the sugar shaker.

Buck’s eyes bugged at the sight of it.

“Wait, isn’t that—”

“Hai.”

Buck dropped the bag of sugar. It tipped on its side, causing a few teaspoons’ worth to spill onto the counter. He couldn’t believe what he was looking at.

“When did you pay for it? And how?”

Kabuki drilled his sights onto him. His face was like stone.

“Lesson seven. When boy need supply, money hurdle, not wall.”

Buck stared at the man. He didn’t know how to respond, what to say, anything.

So, he said nothing.

Kabuki took a spatula from a utensil holder along the back of the counter and shoveled the spilled sugar into the bag. Then he took the bag and bottle in either hand, as if to finish the job Buck couldn’t do himself.

As Kabuki poured the sugar into the dispenser, he said nothing, either.

Then Kabuki sang an unfamiliar jingle, a tune that sounded like happiness and sunshine.

Buck just watched him pour the sugar.

Down it went into the shaker.

Like sands of the hourglass.

Down, down, down.
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