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Bugging Out


 


Cyrus stood behind his battered formica
counter and pressed his finger on each of the scattered coins.

“One-fifty-seven, one-fifty-eight,
one-fifty-nine. That’s a dollar-sixty.”

Gabe scratched his short white beard as he
ran his eyes over the change, his lips moving as he counted under
his breath.

“I see a dollar seventy. Maybe you need some
new glasses.”

“You think these aren’t good enough?” Cyrus
asked, tapping his jelly-jar-thick lenses. “I’m closing up soon.
You need another dime.”

Gabe leaned over the counter and moved the
change into fifty cent piles.

“You should get contacts like me. Maybe you
wouldn’t look so old.”

“Who are you calling old? You’re no younger
than I am.”

“That may be, but at least I can see,” Gabe
said, and he straightened up from his counting. “Hmmm...bugs.”

“Gabe, if you think you’re going to jew me
down on that banana just because...”

“They’re not on the banana, you old fool.
It’s those bugs Viv complained about; behind you, there; on the
counter.”

Cyrus turned around and looked, but all he
saw were the stacks of cigarettes and lighters.

“I don’t have bugs; Viv was just joking. I
keep my store clean.”

Gabe snorted, “I haven’t ever seen you clean
anything in here. You always said that was Viv’s job, and she’s
been gone...”

Cyrus got a hard look on his face.

“You keep that up, I’ll sick Moses on
you.”

The grey-muzzled black lab lying behind the
counter lifted its head at the sound of its name.

“That old dog has less teeth than you do,”
Gabe said, “He’s something else you ought to replace.”

Moses put his head back down between his
paws.

“I don’t need a new dog,” Cyrus said, “and I
don’t have any bugs.”

“I know Viv saw them; doesn’t matter to me
if you can see them or not.” Gabe said, and then pointed from one
group of coins to the next, “Fifty, a dollar, a dollar-fifty, and
ten, fifteen, twenty. That makes one-seventy.”

Cyrus stared down at the coins, then started
picking them up, pennies first.

“I’ve got to close up,” he said, waving Gabe
off as he deposited the coins in the tray of his antique brass NCR
register.

Gabe picked up the banana and walked away
shaking his head.

“World’s leaving you behind, and you can’t
even see it. Get some new glasses,” he said. He wrapped his scarf
around his neck and opened the door; the bell mounted on top
jingled as he stepped out into the night.

“Crazy old coot,” Cyrus said as he finished
putting the change in the register. He pushed the drawer closed,
and kept his hands on the satisfyingly solid metal.

“He probably thinks I should replace you,
too, with one of those electronic things. But you work, even when
there’s no power, don’t you?”

Cyrus patted the register, then turned to
look at Moses, who was sleeping again. He bent slowly at the waist
to touch the dog’s head.

“And there’s nothing wrong with you, either.
Us old folks need to stick together, don’t we?”

As he straightened up, a flash of blue among
the cigarettes caught his eye. He bent forward to where he was
close enough to see the warning labels clearly, but there wasn’t
anything moving, just a small, shiny blue spiral etched onto the
packs of Marlboro Lights.

“When did they start doing that?” he asked
Moses.

He hobbled to the door, locked it, and
flipped the old metal sign around to read CLOSED, and when he did
it he saw a flash of blue on the sign. He thought it was a bug, and
let go of the sign quickly so that it popped against the door. But
the blue didn’t move

“Damn that Gabe; now his bug nonsense is
getting in my head.”

He bent closer to the sign and saw the shiny
blue spiral on the corner.

“Damn kids messing with my things
again.”

Cyrus tried rubbing the mark off with his
thumb, but it wouldn’t budge, so he gave up. He turned off the
lights, and then, as he’d done in the dark every night for
thirty-six years, he took the cash drawer from the NCR and the
Smith & Wesson Model 29 from under the counter, and slid both
into the gap he’d built under the old wooden Pepsi cases in the
corner. Except now it wasn’t as dark as it used to be; the lights
from the new 7-Eleven across the street were peeking through the
gaps in his floor to ceiling window ads. He wondered if he needed
to change his hiding place.

Cyrus gripped onto the assuringly solid
wooden railing and worked his way up the narrow stairway to his
apartment, with Moses plodding along behind him. He put a frozen
pot pie in the oven, then sat at the kitchen table waiting while it
cooked, staring across at the chair Viv had smiled back at him from
for all those years, until she had to go to stay in the home. Until
she just vanished off the face of the earth.

How the hell could they go and lose her?

The oven timer dinged.

After he ate, he sat in an armchair in the
quiet of the living room, and Moses lay down next to him. Cyrus
glanced at the empty spot on the other side of the lamp, where
Viv’s matching chair used to be, before it went off to the home
with the rest of her things so the place wouldn’t feel so alien. He
imagined her, sitting there working her crosswords, and wished he
at least had gotten the chair back from the home, something to help
him feel like he hadn’t just imagined her for all those years, but,
no, they said that somehow all her things had disappeared
with her. The thieving, lying...

Cyrus shook his head and opened his large
print Reader’s Digest, but the words blurred more than usual. He
took off his glasses, closed his eyes to rest them, and dozed
off.

*****

He was startled awake in his chair; it was
daylight, and someone was outside, shaking and banging the store’s
door.

“They should be open,” a man said.

“Well, it’s locked,” a woman’s voice
replied. “I don’t know why you want to shop in this old place,
anyway. Let’s go back across the street.”

Cyrus put on his glasses and looked at his
watch. Eight-forty. He had never opened the store this late in all
his years. He stumbled over to the apartment’s front window and saw
a couple huddling together against the cold as they crossed to the
7-Eleven. He changed his shirt, wishing his fingers would work
faster, and headed down the stairs. He let go of the railing in his
hurry, stumbled, but caught himself in time so he was only sitting
on the steps. He had a vision of Viv lying at the bottom of the
stairs, with a broken hip and the death sentence that brought.
Cyrus took a slow breath, then gripped the railing firmly and
walked down the remainder of the stairs.

He made sure no one could see him as he
retrieved the cash drawer and closed it in the register. He
unlocked the door, and that was when he realized that the metal
sign was missing. He thought it might have fallen off when the
couple was rattling the door, but he didn’t see it anywhere on the
floor, so he took one of the new ones from the signage display and
taped it in place.

Only three customers came in before noon,
all regulars. Most of them usually stopped in before work; it was
his own fault for over-sleeping. He peered through the gaps in his
window ads as he sat at the register. The 7-Eleven was drawing a
steady flow of traffic. Not good.

The bell on the door jingled as Bob Ferguson
walked in, rubbing his hands.

“Cold one out there, today?” Cyrus
asked.

“More than I care for. Let me have a pack of
Lights.”

It was Tuesday, the day Bob always bought a
pack, so Cyrus was already reaching for them when he asked, but his
hand fell on empty air. He stared at the open spot where the
Marlboro’s had been the night before, then glanced around the
shelves and on the floor.

“You okay, Cyrus?”

“They were here,” he said, rubbing the back
of his head.

“Don’t worry. I’ll get some from the
7-Eleven.”

“I’ll have more on Thursday.”

“That’s okay. See you later.”

Cyrus worried as he watched Bob heading to
the other side. He was already losing pass-through traffic to them;
he couldn’t afford to lose his regular customers, too.

When Bob reached the door of the 7-Eleven, a
man in a black overcoat came out and held the door as Bob
disappeared inside. Then the man looked in Cyrus' direction and
started across the street. Cyrus pulled back from his vantage point
and turned to Moses.

“Guess they run out of things over there,
too, boy.”

The door opened with a jingle and the man
came in. He glanced around the store, then walked up to the
register, smiling.

“I knew you’d still be using this old
thing,” he said.

There was something familiar about the man’s
voice; as he rubbed his hand briefly over the brass top of the
register, Cyrus squinted to bring him into better focus, but
without much success.

“Built to last,” Cyrus said. “They don’t
make them like this anymore.”

“They don’t make anything like that anymore.
You don’t remember me, do you? I’m Willy Burns.”

Cyrus stiffened.

“Can’t be,” he said, as he cleaned his
glasses on his shirt, “Willy Burns was a...”

“Homeless junkie?” Willy said. “Not
anymore.”

Moses had padded around the counter and
nosed at the man’s knees.

“Hey, Moses, you old thing,” the man said,
and he crouched down and rubbed both of the dog’s ears as he held
his head, “didn’t think you’d still be around.”

Cyrus put his glasses on and leaned over the
counter, staring, as the man looked up at him.

“It is you,” he said, then, “Come here,
Moses.”

“Thanks for standing up for me, boy,” Willy
said. He stood as Moses wandered back behind the counter.
“Everything looks pretty much the way I remember it. Just older,
and a little dustier. I’m surprised Mrs. Hollings stands for
it.”

“Viv’s gone.”

“She’s dead?”

“I didn’t say dead,” Cyrus said. “The home
says she wandered off; they lost her.”

“Why was she in a home?”

“Broke her hip trying to catch a damn
shop-lifter. Could've been you for all I know; silly woman wouldn’t
even say who it was.”

A pained expression crossed Willy's face,
and he looked down at his feet.

“Viv couldn't make it up and down the stairs
to our place, so she had to have somewhere to stay until she was
healed up,” Cyrus said.

“Sorry, I didn’t know she was gone,” Willy
said. “Guess someone would have told me if they’d realized who I
was.”

“You live in the neighborhood?”

“No, I manage the 7-Eleven.”

“Oh, that thing,” Cyrus said, frowning.

There was an awkward silence.

“Speaking of which, I need to get back,”
Willy said, and he walked to the door. “Just took a quick break to
come by and say hi. We’ll talk later.”

He walked outside and the door jingled
closed behind him.

Cyrus watched Willy until he felt Moses
nudging his leg. He looked down at the old dog.

“Well
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