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Buick Cannon wasn’t the kind of man to let things get to him, especially when it came to Life.  He snubbed his nose at it.  If Life were going to tear him apart, it would have to try damn hard.  Buick was more powerful than Life.  He threw punches at it, instances of satisfaction like licking the spoon after the gravy was poured.  For Buick, Life was gravy.  He challenged Life.  He put his fists in the air, danced around it, and took potshots at it.

“Come on, you bastard,” he’d say.  “You don’t scare me.  You aren’t anything except in the eyes of Stupidity.  In the eyes of Stupidity, you are everything.  In the eyes of Stupidity, Life is everything.”

He did this while in the living room of his one-story, gray clapboard house on Perrywinkle Way, dancing around like a pugilist, pretending Life was a sparring partner.  He moved his feet back and forth quicker than a Vegas dealer.  He punched empty air, throwing his head from side to side.  He felt like Muhammad Ali, Joe Frazier, and Rocky Balboa all rolled into one.  

It was a beautiful spring day in the town of Peekie, Colorado (pop. 1,623), the sun bright and warm in a bright blue sky.  The smells of summer were on the breeze (even though it wasn’t technically summer): clean mountain air, pine trees, shrubs, wildflowers, fresh-cut grass, even the musk of several wild animals he couldn’t see.  Peekie was a small town wedged within the Rocky Mountains.  Forested hills bordered it like bodyguards.

Buick Cannon made his home in Peekie.  He owned a bookstore on Main Street called Little Time to Read.  He was making a statement about how people said they never had time to read, which Buick thought was just an excuse not to read.  It would be funny if people walked into the store expecting to find books, and there wouldn’t be any books, just a bunch of empty shelves, maybe some compact discs and vinyl records.  He thought that would be funny.

The job was decent enough, though, especially during tourist season, which was right around the corner.

He owned a ’92 blue Cutlass; it was paid for.  His gray clapboard, however, was a rental.  He was still looking for something to buy.  

He was thirty-seven, weighed one-hundred and ninety pounds, and was 6’ 2” with a noble jawline, often pale—except in the summer—and brown eyes, matching his thick, dark hair.  He kept it long, where he could rub his hands through it.

He had a prominent Roman nose, slightly red from imbibing (Buick liked to drink).  He wore jeans with comfortable shoes and long, pale blue shirts.  He had a wardrobe full of them.  Blue was Buick’s favorite color.  It brought him and the sky above Peekie together.  Because it was a mountain town, he could wear long-sleeve shirts all year round, and he liked that.

He’d never been married, never gone to college, or been in love.  He enjoyed his solitude and didn’t like people telling him what to do: like what to pick up from the grocery store before coming home from work, or please, honey, could you keep your feet off the couch or taking out the garbage, or could you please fix the toilet before taking a space shuttle to Mars.  That would be great, babe.  Buick didn’t like stuff like that.  He was every inch his own man, moving to the melody of his own mandolin.

Buick was taking his evening stroll down Main Street on his way to Gilmour’s Tavern.  The walk to Gilmour’s was a ritual.  He did it every night after work.  He would close the shop, pocket his keys, and head down Main Street in the cool evening, which, in this case, was Tuesday, May 29th.

He whistled an upbeat tune as he strutted along.  He made his hand into a pistol and said hello to imaginary people along the way.  He winked, smiled, made a clicking sound with his tongue, and said, “Gotcha.  How ya doin’?”—and winked again.

Buick had no problem entertaining himself.  Some of Peekie’s residents commented on it:

“Saw you on Main Street the other day, Buick,” Mert Tuveson, the local barber, once said.  Buick liked Mert.  He did a great job on his hair, and Buick always tipped him ten dollars.

“Yeah,” Buick said.  “I’m on Main Street a lot.  It being where the shop is.  Didn’t see you, though.”

“You wouldn’t,” Mert said.  “I was cutting hair.  But I saw you through the window.  You were having a good time, firing that pistol of yours, winking and smiling at people that weren’t even there.  Saw you wave once, too, like you saw an old friend . . . then just kept on walking.”

“Just getting ready for tourist season,” Buick said.

In the light of the late afternoon, a portal opened in front of him on the sidewalk.  Buick wasn’t surprised when he saw it.  Life was full of inconveniences, and the portal was no different.

The sky disappeared, the sun, the beautiful day.  Buick didn’t know what the portal was exactly—something in his eye maybe.  He was about to step around it, but it lured him in.

It was the size of a doorway, a big black rectangle on the sidewalk.  It smelled like dirt, crap, vomit, and animal breath.

A warm blast of air spewed forth.  The smell intensified, as if the portal were nothing more than an outhouse for wildlife.

Raising his eyebrows, Buick stepped into the portal.  He couldn’t step around it in time, it happened so fast.  The doorway closed behind him, surrounding him in darkness and bad breath.  

Wind gusted.

“Did I just step into the outhouse of Life?” he asked no one in particular.  “Hello?  Wish I’d brought my camera, so I could take some black pictures.”

He hoped the wind didn’t mess up his hair.  He’d put a lot of hairspray in it that morning to keep it in place, and he didn’t want to have to fix it.

The wind grew cold and strong, trying to toss him about like a ship at sea.  A deep, diabolical roar filled the darkness:

“BUICK CANNON?”

He cocked his head and frowned.

“Yes?” he said.

“BUICK CANNON?”

“I’m right here.”

There was a pause.

“YOU ARE AN . . . ITSY BITSY, TEENIE WEENIE, YELLOW POLKA-DOT BIKINI!”

Chuckling sounded around him.

“Oh, for crying out loud,” Buick said.  “Is that the best you got?  Dan’s probably wondering where I am.”

The laughter stopped.

Buick raised his fists to pound on the black walls, but it was only empty air.  “Hey!” he cried.  “Let me outta here!”

A roar, the filthy breath of some wild animal, hit him in the face.  Wind rushed violently toward him again, virtually knocking him over.  Buick took a step into the confines of darkness, hoping this would break the spell, but nothing happened.  

“Let me outta here!” Buick shouted. “I’m getting thirsty!”

He shook his head.  The next thing he knew, the portal spit him back out, closed on itself, and vanished.

He stood on the street in the evening light.  Hadn’t it been bright and spring-like seconds ago?  How long had he been in the portal?  

The sun dipped below the mountains.  Maybe he was working too hard.  He should take a fishing trip or something.  

Gilmour’s Tavern was up ahead on the left.  Buick paused, listened, and shook his head.  He looked behind him, but the portal was gone.

“Christ’s eyes, my feet are burning,” he said.

He continued his evening stroll.  The afternoon had shifted into something terrible, but he didn’t want to let it get the best of him.  

You had to stay one step ahead of Life.

—
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Buick opened the door to Gilmour’s Tavern.  It wasn’t busy.  He was the only one in the bar.  Buick looked around and frowned at all the emptiness.

Dan, a short, portly man with receding gray hair stood behind the bar polishing glasses.  He wore an apron and a white button-down shirt.  He had a long, patrician nose like Ingrid Bergman.  It looked good on Ingrid Bergman, but it didn’t look good on Dan.

“Buck, old buddy!” Dan said, looking up.  “My only man of business.  If it weren’t for you, there’d be no business!”  Dan often called Buick, Buck, instead of Buick because it was easier.

Buick stepped up to the bar and sat on a stool.  “Just shut the hell up, Dan-o.  I’m in no mood for party favors.  I’ve got an achin’ up to here,” he said, putting his hand in salute-fashion near the top of his head, “and it hasn’t subsided in forty years.”

“But you’re only thirty-seven,” Dan said.

Buick looked at Dan steadily.

Dan coughed into his hand.  “What’ll it be?” he said.  “The usual?”

“Perfect, Dan-o.  The usual is fine.”

Dan procured two Beck’s Darks, pouring them into frosty mugs.  Buick was appreciative and drank the first in three gulps.  German beer was his favorite.

“Ah!” he said, licking foam from his lips.  “That is genuine concern.  All good things for the temple and the time appreciated.  If it weren’t for the time appreciated, Dan-o, where the hell would we be?  Huh?  I’m asking you a question, Dan.  Why can’t you answer me when I’m talking to you?”

“Beats me,” Dan said, looking confused, not knowing what Buick was talking about.  “How’s business?”

“Business?”

“The bookstore?”

“Who gives a rhino in a mini mall about the bookstore?  There aren’t enough people in this town who know how to read anyway.  Throw a Dr. Seuss book in front of them, and they point to the pictures and grin.  You know what I’m saying?  I’m surprised you know how to read, Dan.  Surprised you didn’t spell your name wrong on the sign out front.”

“That’s not very nice,” Dan said, frowning.  

“There aren’t enough people who know how to drink, either.  Have you ever noticed that?  Maybe we ought to go into business together, Dan?  Drinking and reading.  We could combine the two.  Make a festival out of everything drunk and literary.  Whattaya say?”

“We’d be the only two to show up,” Dan said.  “I kind of like the business of the bar.”

“See, that’s your problem.  You got no imagination.  There’s plenty of opportunities.  Nothing fits.  Nothing makes sense.  If I were you, I’d open a green room.”

“A green room?  Like Cannabis?”

“No.  I mean the environment.  Everybody loves the environment right now.  They’ll risk their lives to save it.  It’s the next best thing.”

“Buick, are you all right?  You’re not making any sense.”

“Maybe if you’d pour me a beer, I’d be all right,” Buick said, irritated.  “Christ, I can’t go anywhere anymore without someone asking me what the hell the problem is.  Personally, Dan-o, I’m getting sick of it.  What do you think is wrong with this place?  Have you ever thought about what could be wrong with this place?”

All this caught Dan off guard.  He swallowed the lump in his throat, continued to polish glasses, and gave Buick another beer, despite him already having a full one on the bar.  Dan tried to iterate:

“Well . . . gee.  I don’t know.”

“See, that’s your problem, Dan.  You spend too much time alone.  This goddamn bar!  What did it ever do for you?”

“Now wait just a damn minute—”

“Where’s my beer?”

“You still have two on the counter!” Dan said, pointing to the beers there.

“What are you, an optimist?” Buick said.  “Those’ll be gone in two seconds!  Get me a goddamn beer, will ya?  Jesus!  If it weren’t for alcoholics, you wouldn’t even have a job.  Have you ever thought about that?”

“I think about it all the time, actually.  What the hell has gotten into—”

“Did I ask?  Did I wonder, Dan?  Did I ever, for one second, ask you what the hell the problem was?  Nothing makes sense, that’s what.  Have you ever figured your problem is that you were born in the wrong time and place?  Nothing makes sense but the wrong time and place.  You don’t have anything to look forward to, do you?  There isn’t anyone special in your life, is there?”

“Well, no—” Dan said, crestfallen.

“See, you don’t even have a purpose, Dan.  It’s all spit and vinegar.  There’s nothing left for you to do but polish glasses and get some vitamin D because you spend so much time in this gloomy hole.  You might as well hang up your chaps and tell a donkey to change its shoes when the cause is good enough—”

“Now, wait just a damn minute!”

“We don’t have a minute, Dan.  That’s the problem.  There isn’t a minute!  The minute is gone!  No minute can be accounted for!  Would you please pour me a beer before I go into hysterics?”

“You have the beer you’re drinking and another one waiting for you!” Dan said, pointing.  “What the hell do you want from me?”

“I want a beer!” Buick said, suddenly irate.  He slammed both fists on the bar, acting like a spoiled brat.  He closed his mouth and held his breath.  Buick’s face turned blue.

“Okay, okay.  Quit that,” Dan said.  “Your lungs are gonna explode.”

“I wanna beer!” Buick shouted, pounding his fists on the bar.  “I wanna beer!  Gimme-gimme-gimme!”

Dan poured another beer, and now there were three on the bar.

“I want a beer!” Buick said again.  “Is that too much to ask?  A beer, I thought, had never been so hard to come by!  There’s no such thing as an easily sought-after beer!  You can’t get a damn beer without having to build your own personal shooting gallery, you know what I mean?”

“You definitely need a beer,” Dan said.  “Here.  Let me pour you a shot while I’m at it.”

“Sure.  Sure.  What are you trying to say?  That I’m a freakin’ alcoholic?  So?  Pour me a shot.  What the hell do I care?”  Buick finally looked down, saw three beers on the counter, along with a shot of whiskey.  “Christ, Dan-o.  Like I haven’t got enough beers sitting here already, plus a shot.  What the hell are you trying to do to me?  I guess this’ll solve all my problems, won’t it?  If it weren’t for my liver—”

“Good Lord, Buick, calm down, will ya?  It’s no big deal.  I’ll fix you a drink, and everything will be all right.”

Buick raised his eyebrows.  He finally took a drink.  “Everything-will-be-all-right,” he started singing.  “Everythiiiiing will be all riiiiiight, if I just keep driiiiiinking.”

He stopped singing, grunted, and drained another beer.  Now there were two sitting on the bar along with the shot.

“Jesus, Buick!  What’s gotten into you today?”

“I’m seeing things, Dan-o.  Terrible things.  I think I need a vacation.”

“You could probably use one, even though the town of Peekie is like one big vacation itself.”

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“Shut up, Buck, ole buddy, you’re giving me a headache.”  

Dan went back to polishing glasses.

Buick shut up and picked up the third beer.  He drained it in seconds.  He was having a very unusual day.
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The next day proved as beautiful as the day before.  The sky was clear and blue.  Trees were in full bloom and green.  Summer was almost here, and Buick breathed in the fresh air.  

He parked the car, got out, and slammed the door.  He rubbed his nose.  It was that time of year when his sinuses started bothering him.  Just as he thought this, he sneezed three times.

“Ha-choo!  Ha-choo!  Ha-CHOOO!”

Eyes watering, nose tickling, Buick unlocked the door of Little Time to Read and stepped inside.  Books surrounded him.  The magazine shelf was in total disarray because of the neighborhood kids.  They left the magazines lying everywhere.  He’d have Christine or Marion take care of it.

Buick went to his office and sat at his desk.  It was a light-stained oak desk and very nice.  He had a special attraction to it.  It was bold and heavy with a computer monitor where he could look up books, arrange payroll, keep track of the inventory, and all that stuff.  The top was cluttered with important papers, but he ignored them.  A black coffee mug sat next to the monitor full of pencils and pens.  A tissue box was next to the coffee mug.  Shelves along the walls behind him held folders, notebooks, more folders, and random books.  A filing cabinet was behind him to his left.  A window on the wall opposite the filing cabinet revealed the pine-laden forest.  A calendar hung on the wall behind him where Christine and Marion marked days off.  The calendar was a Colorado pictorial Marion had given him for Christmas.  He thought it was the most asinine gift he’d ever received.  A calendar depicting Colorado landscapes when he lived in a Colorado was redundant, to say the least.  The tropics would’ve made more sense.

Buick put his hand to his head, a trifle groggy and stale from his night at Gilmour’s.  He couldn’t remember walking home.

He rubbed his face, trying to bring things back into focus, and looked up.  

The portal appeared in front of him again.

“You again?” he said.

There was a rip in the air, not exactly a rectangle.  A swirling vortex of wind and bad breath rushed out at him, making Buick wince.  A man wearing a grease-stained shirt crawled over the edge of the portal.  Dead, milky eyes stared at him.  Green, toxic skin with boils and lesions patched his arms and upper body.  The man was hairless.

Buick raised his eyebrows.  “Look, I got work to do,” he said.  “I can’t just stop what I’m doing for every Tom, Dick, and portal that opens up in front of me.”

The man reached out with a dead hand.  His fingernails were cracked and broken.  Mud or blood was caked underneath.  He opened his mouth wide and gaped at Buick.  His teeth were green and chipped.  Some were missing.  His tongue was green, too.  He had mold on it like a fur coat.

The man was trying to scare him, to put him off in some way, but Buick wasn’t biting.  Wind rushed past him, titanic gusts throwing every paper in the office into the air.  The calendar flipped violently behind him and fluttered off the wall.  The wind was so fierce Buick’s chair rolled back and collided into the wall where the calendar had been.

He put his arm over his eyes, shielding himself.

The huge, furry head of a lion emerged, replacing the dead man, filling the portal.  It opened its mouth.  A great wind, adding to the already turbulent air, roared with thunder and more bad breath.

“Jesus, you stink!” Buick exclaimed.  “Why don’t you gargle with bleach or something?”

He put his hands to his head and closed his eyes.

From the lion, a tiny squeak came out, as if a fire had been extinguished.  The portal closed.  The lion was gone.  The wind stilled, except for the lingering odor of bad breath.  Papers fluttered down around him like silent rain.

“Good golly,” Buick said, bending to gather the papers off the floor.  “Look at this mess.”  

He put the papers on his desk and winced at the smell.

“Gargle next time,” he said.

—
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Christine Winestine was putting the magazine rack in order.

Stupid kids, she thought.

Christine was twenty-five with long, wavy auburn hair and a very cute, fair-skinned face, which was why Buick had hired her.  It had nothing to do with her knowledge of books.  She was wearing snug denim pants, a dark green blouse (bringing out her green eyes), and a white shirt underneath.  She liked working for Buick.  He grew easily flustered around her, forgot what he was saying, and blushed a lot.  It was cute.

Christine had pleaded for the job six months ago; she was adamant about how perfect an employee she would be.  She loved books.  She loved to read, and she loved people who loved to read.

“Well, no one reads in this town,” Buick had said.  “The shop is more for looks.”

Christine raised her eyebrows.  “Really?”

Buick hadn’t been paying attention when he’d hired Christine.  He was staring at her full red lips.  Buick wondered what those lips . . .  

“Mr. Cannon?”

He shook his head, pulled from his reverie.  “Uh,” he said.  “Did you say something?”

Christine smiled.  “I was just wondering how often you get paid.”

“That’s personal,” Buick said.  “And I don’t think you have the right to ask—”

“What I mean is, how I often do I get paid?”

“Oh,” he said, blushing.  “Every Thursday.  Thursday is payday.  You get a paycheck every Thursday.”

“Because I have a room to pay for and want to save up and get a car.”

Buick said, “I was just wondering what those li—” He caught himself, not realizing he’d spoken.

“Sir?”

He blushed.  “Nothing,” he said.

Buick was too old for Christine.  She probably didn’t want to work for a leering pervert anyway, but she’d taken the job because she’d needed the money.

Christine giggled, thinking about that interview, trying to reorganize the magazine rack.  Buick was a character.

Marion came over to inspect the job she was doing.  She was a short Puerto Rican woman, thirty-five years of age.  She had a rear end that was too large for her tight jeans.  Her bum looked like a big, puffy, shapeless cloud.  She had that wobbly, short-legged walk.  She was wearing an extremely loud red, yellow, pink, black, orange and turquoise shirt that looked like a mix between vomit and salsa.
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