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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, isn’t that a fine ‘How do you do?’”
he said. “Thought he can just came by to say hi before he finishes
running us out of business. Well, he’s got another thing coming,
doesn’t he, boy?”

Suddenly he saw the flash of what looked
like an electric-blue beetle skittering across the floor. He
grabbed for the broom in the corner as Moses raised his head and
watched it disappear under the front counter, narrowly avoiding the
broom. Cyrus’ arthritic knees popped as he struggled down to the
floor and laid his head sideways on the cold linoleum, but he
couldn’t see anything.

“Where are you?”

He slid the broom handle under the counter
and moved it from side to side, but nothing came out other than
some piles of dust and old candy wrappers.

“Maybe Vivien was right,” he said as he
pulled himself back up onto his feet. “We’re going to have to do
something about that, boy.”

There was the usual influx of school kids at
mid-afternoon, and his regulars later in the day, but the commuter
traffic he used to be able to count on was just about dried up.
When he had a lull in customers he’d look across the street at the
steady stream of customers.

They were killing his business, and he had
to figure out how. Was it the signs? Theirs weren’t really any more
colorful than his. Maybe it was just the brand; everyone knew what
a 7-Eleven was. But that didn’t make sense to him, either.

“I don’t get it,” he said to Gabe. It was
near nine o’clock, and he’d been bouncing ideas around in his head.
“People hate big companies, don’t they? They like little local
stores like mine.”

“It’s a different world out there,” Gabe
said. He took a sip of his hot chocolate. “People say they don’t
like Wal-Mart and what it does to their neighborhoods, but they go
shop there, anyway.”

“Well, they’re fools, then. They need to
think about what they’re doing to the small places.”

“That would look real good,” Gabe said,
sweeping his hand across an imaginary billboard, “FOOLS! SHOP
HERE.”

“You’re a big help.”

“Well, here’s something. Instead of making
us dump a hot chocolate packet in a cup and then fill it with water
from the coffee pot, you could get one of those automatic machines
like they have.”

“Those things take too much space.”

“No, it would fit right there where you have
your coffee machine.”

“But then where would people get their
coffee from.”

“From the same machine. Different kinds of
coffee, and hot chocolates, all out of the same machine. Even
tea.”

Gabe dropped his empty cup in the
wastebasket.

“You’ve been over there?” Cyrus scowled.

“Don’t look at me like that; it’s just been
a couple of times. You’re not open twenty-four hours. And that’s
another thing...”

“Thanks for reminding me,” Cyrus said, “It’s
time to lock up. You want anything else.”

“I’ll need my banana for my breakfast.”

Gabe picked one out of the basket on the
counter.

“I don’t believe it,” he said. “These things
are even on your fruit.”

“Look, I’m going to take care of the
bugs.”

“Ah-hah! So you admit you have them!”

“I saw one.”

“You think you only have one? Well, I guess
that’s a start, but I’m not talking about your bugs,” he said. “For
someone who doesn’t like to spend money, you’re sure using a lot of
security tags. Shop-lifting getting that bad?”

“I don’t have security tags.”

“Then what do you call this?” Gabe
asked.

He pointed the end of the banana across the
counter, and Cyrus stared at the tiny blue spiral patch on the
peel.

“I didn’t put that there. Someone must be
messing with things when I’m busy.”

“You’re not that busy, remember?” Gabe said,
and he tried to rub the spiral off. “It’s not a sticker, so
whoever’s drawing these is taking a lot of time putting them on
everything.”

“What do you mean, ‘everything’?”

“Well, maybe not everything, but they’re all
over the store. In the cooler. On stuff hanging on your peg board.
You need to pay more attention to your place instead of worrying
what’s going on across the street.”

“I don’t need you telling me how to run my
store. That’ll be one-seventy.”

After Gabe paid, Cyrus ushered him to the
door and locked it behind him. Then Moses followed him as he walked
over to the cooler and peered through the glass. Gabe was right; he
saw the glint of the blue spirals on random bottles. A Miller Lite,
a Coors, a Heineken, a Schlitz. It was almost like someone was
tagging one of each brand.

“Must be the darn kids. We’re going to have
to do a better job watching, boy.”

*****

The next morning, after his handful of
regulars, Cyrus took out a notepad and walked the store to
inventory the things that were marked while he policed the store.
He checked the peg-board first, but didn’t find any marks there;
Gabe must have been exaggerating again. The pegs were looking a bit
emptier than they should, and he worried that maybe he had a
shop-lifting problem, again. He replenished what he could from
back-stock, and then moved to the cooler.

“That’s peculiar. Where are they?”

He moved from door to door, peering at the
bottles, but couldn’t find any of the spirals. He had to pull
bottles to the front of the shelves. It was as though they’d been
bought out, but that couldn’t be; he knew he hadn’t sold any beer
this morning. He wasn’t that blind; no one could have lifted that
many bottles without him knowing.

He was standing at the cooler rubbing the
back of his head when the door jingled.

“Something wrong?”

Cyrus turned and looked at Willy. Moses got
up from his place behind the counter and padded over to him.

“Stuff’s disappearing,” Cyrus said.

Moses nudged Willie’s knee.

“Hey, Moses,” Willy said as he squatted down
and reached for the dog’s ears, but instead of rubbing them, he
just held them and stared. Then he stood and looked over at
Cyrus.

“You said stuff’s disappearing?”

“Must be kids; shop-lifting. They’re messing
around putting marks on things, too.”

“Shiny blue ones?”

“How did you know? Are they doing it at your
place?”

“No, but there’s one on Moses,” Willy said,
and he put his hand to his face as he glanced around.

Cyrus walked over and saw the blue glint on
Moses’ ear.

“Now how did those kids do that without me
seeing them?”

“It’s not kids,” Willy said. “Look, this is
going to sound weird, but have you seen any strange bugs?”

“Don’t you start in on that, now.”

“You’ve seen them?”

“There was just one; that and just Gabe,
talking crazy.”

“Gabe’s not crazy,” Willy said, and bent
over to get his face right in front of Cyrus’. “When I was living
in the park, there was this old homeless guy, Tyrone, and I used to
spend a lot of time with him. We slept in the same spot every
night. During the day, these blue marks would show up on his
things, and then the next morning, those things would be gone.
There were these weird looking blue beetle-things hanging around
him, too, and we started thinking they were what was making the
marks.”

“That was the drugs talking.”

“That’s what the counselors tried to sell me
when I was getting straightened out. But I wasn’t the only one who
saw them; some of the other park people did, too. Then the mark was
on Tyrone, and he was gone.”

“Maybe you aren’t as straightened out as you
think.”

“I know what I saw, and it was those same
marks. You’ve got to get out of here now, before it happens to you.
Those bugs make people disappear.”

“Next you’ll be telling me they took
Viv.”

“Mrs. Hollings? Sure, they could have taken
her, too.”

Cyrus glared at Willy.

“I see what you’re up to. You’re just going
to drive me out of business any way you can.”

“I’m not trying to...”

“Get out.”

“Look, I know you never liked me, but Mrs.
Hollings was always nice to me, so for her sake you’ve got to
listen.”

“Get out of my store before I call the
police.”

Willy just stood by the door, a pleading
look on his face, until Cyrus marched over to the phone and picked
up the receiver. Willy gave up and left.

“Teach him to try pulling stuff on me,”
Cyrus said, and he put down the receiver. “Bugs took my wife; can
you imagine?”

He reached down to pet Moses’ head and
stared at the shiny blue spiral design on Moses’ ear.

“I bet he put that on you.”

He pulled the dusty bottle of window cleaner
from under the counter and tried to remove the spiral, but no
matter how much he rubbed and how much Moses whined, it stayed put.
He shook his head.

“Sorry, boy. Guess we’ll just have to wait
for it to wear off.”

*****

“Sure, he’s your competition, but I don’t
think he’d mess with you that way,” Gabe said during his nightly
visit. “He doesn’t seem like that kind of guy.”

“You know what he was before; people don’t
change that much,” Cyrus said. “Once a junkie, always a
junkie.”

“They do have programs that help with that,
you know; he seems alright.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that. He tried
to tell me it’s bugs that are doing this.”

“You do have bugs.”

“Look, you just keep saying that all you
want to. Are you going to tell me that your bugs are stealing stuff
from my store?”

“No, that’d be a crazy thing to say.”

“Well, that’s what Willy said, so maybe he’s
not quite as alright as you think he is.”

“He said that?”

“He even said the bugs make whole persons
disappear.”

“Who?”

“Viv. Viv, and some homeless bum named
Tyrone.”

“Tyrone? I remember him - used to sit in the
back at church. Gentle guy; stopped showing up a while back. Did
Willy say where the bugs took them?”

“Did he say...” Cyrus gaped. “The damn
things didn’t take them!”

“Well you do have bugs,” Gabe said, then put
his hands up to ward off Cyrus’ glare. “Okay, okay; he probably
is just messing with you.”

Gabe finished his hot chocolate as the two
stared silently at the brightly lit 7-Eleven across the street. He
tossed the cup in the trash, then picked a banana out of the
basket.

“How much has Willy been in your store?”
Gabe asked.

“Not much. I kicked him out pretty fast this
morning.”

“Well, there’s marks everywhere - even on
your register,” Gabe said, pointing at a blue spiral on the brass
top of the register. “If it’s Willy messing with you, then someone
must be helping him.”

Cyrus rubbed at the mark on the register and
muttered under his breath. Then he noticed that Gabe was headed for
the door.

“Hey, just a minute there,” Cyrus said.
“You’re going to pay for that banana, aren’t you?”

“I paid for one last night and forgot to
take it home,” Gabe said as he walked out the door.

“You didn’t leave it here,” Cyrus called
out. “You owe me!”

“Good night, you old nut!”

Cyrus walked the store, shaking his head and
muttering about drugs and thieves and crazies every time he saw
another blue mark. He locked up, killed the lights, hid the cash
box, and then climbed the stairs with Moses.

*****

The register was missing the next morning;
it was the first thing Cyrus noticed after he retrieved the cash
drawer and turned on the lights. He stood for a while staring at
the empty counter where the register had been for thirty-six years,
until the Pepsi driver rattled the door trying to open it. Cyrus
hid the cash drawer under the counter, and then unlocked the
door.

He called the police and reported the theft
while Pepsi restocked; the department said they’d send someone by
later in the morning.

Cyrus handled his thinning stream of regular
morning customers, doing the math on an old carbon-copy receipt pad
he kept under the counter. He wasn’t as quick as the NCR, but he
managed to keep things moving pretty well, and he didn’t make any
mistakes. One pass-through customer questioned his math, but after
a couple of minutes of Cyrus showing her the step-by-step process,
she said “Never mind,” and went on her way.

“Still sharp as a tack,” he said as the door
jingled behind her. “Who are they calling old, boy?”

He looked down at Moses’ spot behind the
counter, but the dog wasn’t there.

“Moses?”

Cyrus listened for the sound of the dog’s
slow padding, but heard nothing. He walked over to the base of the
stairs.

“Moses!”

*****

“I want my dog back,” Cyrus told Officer
Jenson.

She pressed the button on her shoulder radio
and continued filling out the crime report.

“Levin, any sign of that dog over
there.”

“Negative,” a man’s voice crackled, “says he
hasn’t seen him.”

“I bet he just followed one of your
customers outside,” she said to Cyrus.

“Moses is old - he doesn’t leave the
store.”

“Then he’ll probably show up before we
finish. Now, you’re sure you locked the door last night?”

“Of course I did.”

“Missing a cash register, about thirty
bottles of beer, and two cartons of Marlboros. Anything else
besides odds and ends.”

“He took my sign.”

“A sign,” she said as she wrote. “And did
you see Mr. Burns take any of this?”

“No, but he’s trying to drive me crazy with
his talk of bug-thievery.”

“The story you told me about the marks?”

“He wants me to think it’s bugs taking
things, but I know it’s him marking them.”

“Levin,” she said as she pressed her radio
again, “what did Mr. Burns say about the bugs?”

“He says the old man is crazy,” the radio
said.

“I’m not the one talking about bugs!” Cyrus
said. “He’s marking all my things. Look!”

He picked up the broom in the corner and
swung the handle across the counter toward Jenson. She stepped back
to avoid being hit.

“Take it easy, Mr. Hollings.”

“He’s put his damn mark on there,” Cyrus
said. “Look at it!”

“Did you see him do this?” she asked as she
took the broom and glanced at the blue mark on the handle.

“No, but it was him!” Cyrus said, pointing
across the street. “He told me to leave.”

“I’m going across the street to talk with
him about this,” she said, as she carried the broom to the door.
“I’ll be back in a minute.”

Cyrus watched Officer Jenson cross the
street, and saw Willy and Officer Levin come out to meet her. She
showed the broom handle to Willy, and Cyrus saw him shake his head
and shrug, and then all three of them laughed. The officers started
back across the street as Willy waved and reentered the 7-Eleven.
Levin got into the squad car while Jenson came back into the store
with the broom and handed it to Cyrus.

“He’s lying to you,” Cyrus said.

“I can’t do anything about it without
proof,” she said as she picked up her clipboard. She detached the
strip at the bottom and handed it to Cyrus.

“That’s the police report number; you’ll
want it for when you talk to your insurance. If you have more
information for us, you can call that phone number and refer to the
report number.”

The bell jingled as she left.

“Fat lot of good that did,” Cyrus muttered,
as he watched the squad car pull away.

He reached his hand under the counter and
patted the handgun next to the cash drawer. “We’ll just protect
ourselves, won’t we, b...”

His muttering disappeared as he looked down
at Moses’ empty spot behind the counter.

*****

“I’ve been dealing without my register all
day. When will I get it back?” Cyrus spoke into the receiver.

“We’ll let you know if anything comes up,
sir,” said the officer on the other end of the line, “but it says
here in the report there are no leads...”

“No leads? I told them who did it.”

“Says they followed up on it and it’s a dead
end. Look, in my experience, these things don’t just reappear; I’d
buy a new register if I were you.”

“What about my dog? You think I should
replace him, too?” Cyrus said, and slammed the receiver down.

There was a prickling at the back of his
neck, so he reached back to scratch, but he felt something hard, so
he grabbed it and brought it around to see. It was a blue beetle
the size of his thumbnail; he had it gripped by one leg, but could
only see another three as it flailed around.

“Hah! Think you’re going to take me, too, do
you?”

He was afraid he’d lose it, so he flung it
in his empty water glass, where it hit with a clink. Cyrus realized
he was still holding the leg, so he tossed it in, too. Then he
closed his hand over the glass’ opening and looked around for
something to cover it with. As he tried to put a notepad on top
there was a blue flash and the bug was gone.

“What the...?”

Cyrus looked around on the floor, but
couldn’t see the bug anywhere. He tipped the glass and the leg
rolled out into his open hand. He set the glass down and picked up
the leg between his thumb and index finger and brought it right up
to his lenses, but it was too blurry for him to make out.

He sat down and pulled his magnifying glass
out of the drawer and inspected the leg. It blurred in and out of
focus, so he blinked and strained his eyes to see. His view
suddenly sharpened, and he saw fingers; it was a miniature,
human-looking arm. He jerked back in astonishment and lost his grip
on it, and at the same time the door chimes jingled and Gabe walked
in. Cyrus jerked his head from side to side, checking the
floor.

“You lose something?” Gabe asked.

“One of your bugs was on me,” Cyrus said,
still searching.

“Those are your bugs, not mine,” Gabe said
as he fixed himself some hot chocolate. “Maybe now you’ll do
something about them. Hey, what’s that on the back of your
neck?”

Cyrus went to the sunglass display, and
tried twisting his neck, craning his head around to look in the
little rectangular mirror, but he couldn’t get the right angle.

“Can you tell if the damn thing marked me?”
he said, still straining to see.

“You crazy old man,” Gabe said as he walked
up behind Cyrus and dabbed at the back of his neck with a napkin.
“Look - it’s nothing but bug guts.”

Cyrus stared at the green smear on the
napkin, then tried to look in the mirror again.

“I still can’t see,” he said, “is there
anything else?”

“I got it all,” Gabe said. “So now you think
those bugs are tagging things?”

“Uh, no; of course not,” said Cyrus, and he
looked around at the floor behind the counter. “It’s just, I
saw..., I mean I thought...”

“You thought what?”

“Nothing,” Cyrus said. He sat on his stool
behind the counter and stared toward the lights of the 7-Eleven,
muttering under his breath. “He’s driving me crazy.”

“Heck, and I thought you were already
there,” Gabe said as he set his cup on the counter. “Say, where’s
your register?”

“He stole it.”

“Really?”

“You saw his mark on it,” Cyrus said, still
staring across the street. “He wants me to think it’s the bugs, but
I know it’s him.”

“He doesn’t have that kind of time to mess
with you.”

Cyrus turned his head slowly from the
window, cocking it to one side as he sized up Gabe.

“Why are you taking his side?”

“I’m not. I’m just saying...”

“You’ve been over there, again,” Cyrus said,
as he slid his hand under the counter.

“So what if I have? It’s not against the
law, you know.”

“Get out, you traitor.”

Gabe laughed and lifted his cup to his lips,
but he froze as Cyrus pointed the revolver at him.

“I’m not telling you again. Get out.”

“Don’t be nuts,” Gabe said, as he backed
toward the door, “I’m going.”

The door chime jingled as he left.

Cyrus watched out the window to see if Gabe
crossed the street, but the old man headed down the sidewalk toward
home.

“Good thing,” Cyrus grunted with
satisfaction,

He walked to the door with his Smith &
Wesson, but as he got closer a blue glint on the bell caught his
eye.

“So, now you’re going to take that. We’ll
see; we’ll see...”

He locked the door and glanced around as he
walked over to the light switch. Blue marks winked at him from
everywhere: a bag of Frito's, a jar of pickles, a bottle of milk,
the hand rail on his stairs, a dog leash; a couple of window ads, a
flashlight. The spirals were everywhere.

“Someone’s been awful busy.”

Cyrus turned off the lights, then gripped
the handrail and climbed carefully until he was halfway up. He
turned and sat on the stairs, watching the shadows and the thin
fingers of light reaching in from across the street. He rocked back
and forth, cradling the gun as he waited.

Cyrus woke to the sound of someone shaking
the door. The sunlight streaming into the store below was too
bright for daybreak; he’d lost the dawn again. He got to his feet,
remembered he was on the stairs, and reached forward for the
handrail, but it was gone. With a gasp, he tried to grip the wall,
but stumbled and tumbled to the bottom of the stairs, landing with
a thud and a crack and a sharp, shattering pain in his hip. The gun
went off as he squeezed on the trigger in his agony, and one of the
store windows blew out in a shower of glass.

“Look out!” shouted Bob Ferguson from
outside, “Call 9-1-1!”

*****

Gabe sat in a chair in the corner of Cyrus’
hospital room while the doctor went over his charts.

“You’ll be in here for a couple of weeks, at
least,” Doctor Farber said. “Hips aren’t an easy thing to come back
from, especially at your age...”

A death sentence, Cyrus thought.

“But with therapy and hard work, some people
come out stronger than they were before their fall. Your attitude
can make all the difference, so keep your chin up!”

Doctor Farber ended his pep talk with a
grin; Cyrus dodged the obligatory responding smile by taking off
his glasses and working at cleaning them on his hospital gown. This
way, Farber was nothing but a blur. It was the same sort of cheery
prognosis they’d given Viv, before the useless months of pain and
therapy that took up the remainder of her days until she was
gone.

“Well, if you don’t have any questions,”
said Doctor Farber’s blur as he stood by the door, “I need to
finish my rounds. I’ll be back tomorrow to check on you.”

Once Farber was gone, Cyrus put his glasses
back on.

“Well that was certainly encouraging,” Gabe
said.

“Viv had a great attitude - look where it
got her,” Cyrus said.

“Now don’t go thinking like that,” Gabe
said. “There’s no telling how things would have turned out for her
if she hadn’t gone and disappeared from the home.”

“If things were going so well for her, she’d
have been at our place, instead of wherever...” Cyrus turned his
head away and stared at his bedside table.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that about her
disappearing,” Gabe said.

“Why don’t you go get something to eat?”

Gabe stood uncomfortably while Cyrus
continued to look away from him.

“Well, I am a bit hungry,” he said, “I’ll be
back in a bit; don’t you go anywhere.”

“Where would I go?” Cyrus muttered as Gabe
left the room.

Cyrus slid the Kleenex box to the side, and
grabbed the blue bug he’d seen crawl behind it. He watched as it
marked a tiny blue spiral in
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