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CLEAN-UP IN AISLE FOUR-MILLION LIGHT YEARS FROM EARTH



DC Merryweather



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Out here, where the narrow, unlit rural roads wind their way through the homely verdure, accidental harmony is produced when the wet, purple-pink dusk of early spring sets in. To the human eye, distances are diminished, perspectives are broadened, commonplace objects are transformed, the beautiful becomes magical, and the ugly becomes picturesque in the gloaming.

But if you raise your attention for a moment above the level of the treetops and the rooftops, the majesty that you so often overlook on earth will be stretched out before you in all its splendour. The sky is expansive, luminous, ever-changing and filled with lights emanating from the incomprehensible depths of space. As night descends, the delicate sky becomes clear and open, allowing the celestial lights to beam down and illuminate.
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After dark in the densely populated countryside and the leafy towns, headlights and moonlight cross their rays. Hannah's post-work jog back to the welcoming domestic glow of suburbia is marked by the quick pounding of her trainers on the uneven pathway and each ragged breath. As an SUV crests the hill, its two powerful beams of light sweep over the hedgerows in the near darkness, making the raindrops on the boughs sparkle like tiny precious stones. Its dazzling headlights settle in Hannah's eyes. Blinded, she doesn't see what's twisting out of the bare hedgerow ahead of her. A skeletal paw claws at her face, and she cries out in shock.

Hannah skids to a halt and shoves the gnarled branch in her face aside, cursing whatever council department is supposed to be responsible for maintaining roadside hedgerows. As she does so, a six-wheel articulated lorry with a triple silver star logo on its flanks thunders past, hurling rain water that has pooled in the gutter over her legs.

"Oh, you fucker!" Hannah shouts in exasperation as the lorry guns down the hill and disappears from view. As she attempts to wipe some of the spattered mud from her running tights, Hannah makes a mental note to invoke the wrath of Gods old and new against any vehicle she sees in the future carrying that star cluster design. Hannah looks at her now mucky hands and sighs.

After an earbud adjustment she flicks through her phone's music library and settles on "Maneater" by Nelly Furtado. She tucks the device back into its hip pocket and resumes her nighttime run. Almost home.
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A bulldog sniffs determinedly at the base of a litter bin in the bright haze of supermarket display windows. Its owner, a man in early middle-age but already more hangdog and jowly than his pet and wearing a baseball cap to conceal thinning hair, studies his phone, seemingly oblivious to the window posters behind him advertising meal deal special offers on frozen foods.

As Hannah slows to a walk upon reaching the short line of shops and checks her performance on her pedometer app, the man gives a giddyup pull on the dog lead and the two then amble off into the night. A young woman withdraws some cash from an ATM and returns to her partner, who revs the engine of his modified Golf GTI boy-racer as she enters, eager to roar away to a more exciting locale.

Hannah glances up to see a lorry with the three-star logo carefully maneuver its way through a neighbouring car park towards the rear of the supermarket. Despite making a mental note to cast a hex later, Hannah's current preoccupation is anticipating a bath bomb dissolving in steaming hot water and then easing her limbs into the silky, lightly scolding warmth. As she passes the supermarket, she prepares to complete her jog. In ten minutes, she will be able to relieve herself of mud-spattered garments.
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The supermarket's door quietly slides open, and Hannah enters with a sigh and the realisation that her long soak in a hot bath will not be complete without some chilled cheap supermarket wine.

Hannah squints as her eyes adjust to the uniform strip lighting and she pulls free a hand basket from the pile of enmeshed chromium wire.

She catches the eye of the lone cashier, a teenage girl with pillbox red hair who is stationed at the checkout nearest the entrance. The girl's gaze returns to a smirking adolescent boy with a flawless almond complexion and decked out in designer sportswear who is loitering by her, basking in the attention with a studied nonchalance.

Another member of the student crew, a tall, heavy-set male with a thick head of hair the colour and lustre of licorice, stands behind the cigarette counter and serves a stubbly-headed man who is decked out head-to-toe in ash grey sweats. The cashier reaches into the Perspex display box and tears off a variety of scratch cards from their respective rolls and hands them to the man. Before the cashier finishes fetching his customer's cigarette rolling papers, the first scratch card is completed.

"Nah, no good that one," the man says as he lets the crumpled card drop to the floor. The cashier's pasty face shows signs of weary uneasiness. Lightly swinging her basket, Hannah embarks on her journey into the heart of the supermarket. As she strolls the deserted aisles between the crates of fruit and veg on their raked shelving, Hannah finds herself wholeheartedly agreeing with an inner voice urging her to throw a few extra goodies into her basket while she's here. After all, she's earned it.

Hannah bypasses the vacuum packed, reddening, watery chicken fillets and glossy, speckled sausages, and makes a beeline for the processed cheese section, her skin prickling from the coolness of the refrigerated units.

The more she wanders, the more Hannah is content to browse, past the variety of gleaming jars of pasta sauce, past the lines of soup cans, past the bockwurst style hotdogs squeezed into jars of brine, past the long wall of brightly coloured boxes of cereal. In the peaceful, conditioned climate of the supermarket, the urgency to dash home has diminished.

As she begins to embark on a journey down another aisle (an intriguing juxtaposition of canned meat and fish down one side and biscuits on the other,) she almost collides with a pudgy-faced shelf-filler who is squatting and unpacking cans of sardines from a box and onto a low shelf. He looks up at her and his mouth curls into a leery smile before looking her over, his thin blond hair spiked with gel and glistening in the neutral white lighting. Hannah gives the briefest, slightest of smiles in return, which she instantly inwardly berates herself for as she self-consciously plays with the collar of her pastel pink tracksuit top. Unwelcome attention is one thing, Hannah thought, but unwelcome attention when you're ruddy-cheeked from running in the cold, wet air with your tired hair scraped back into a ponytail and you're spattered with mud is quite another.

She removes her phone from its hip holster and shuffles through her music playlist once again. The shelf-stacker hears something and turns his head in the direction of the checkouts. Hannah has Madonna's "Frozen" in her ears now, so she does not hear whatever instruction it is that prompts him to abandon his precious cans of fish and slope off, but she's relieved to be able to traverse the deserted aisles free from scrutiny once more.
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Into the valley of wines and spirits ambles Hannah. She comforts herself with thoughts of Merlot, for she decides that, tonight, the red must flow. And if that means ending up with purple teeth, c'est la vie. Two pain au chocolat in a plastic container reduced to 75p join the wine in her basket. Ooh la la. Hannah, content that she has at least the essentials covered, continues to drift her way around the store, in the hope that something else will catch her eye.

It begins to dawn on Hannah that she hasn't seen any other customers for a while, and that she may be the only customer remaining in the store. She checks her watch: 10:34 pm.

"Shit, shit, shit," she mutters under her breath, remembering that the supermarket closes at half past ten.

She emerges into the open expanse of the checkout area and takes a look around. The redhead girl and the big lad at the cigarette counter are nowhere to be found. There is also no sign of the leering shelf-filler, customers, or anyone else.

"Hello?" Hannah unplugs her earbuds and cries out feebly. No one is responding. She assures herself that there must be some members of staff still here. She places her basket onto a still conveyor belt and goes over to the exit to test whether the doors will still swish open as she approaches but fearing that they will not.

They don't. Hannah stands before it, watching silvery rivulets of raindrops quiver down the window's exterior. She waves futilely at the door's motion detector to no avail. She turns back, puzzled, and scans the unmanned checkouts and rows of shelving units beyond. Deserted and silent, it was as if the entire supermarket had been abandoned.

Hannah puts her hands on her hips and calls out a "Hello? Excuse me!" in her best impatient customer voice. Only the quiet hum of the supermarket answers. The lengthy aisles stand empty.

As Hannah makes her way back through the store, unease begins to slowly turn in her stomach, the quiet now feeling eerie. She calls out periodically, and each time her voice echoes into the void. She reaches the central thoroughfare that cuts across the middle of the shop floor and pauses as she considers what to do next.

Then, Hannah detects movement in the periphery of her vision, accompanied by a faint murmur. Something on the outskirts of her senses.

She spins. "Hello? Anyone there?"

A notice that says 'Staff Only' that is on a door in a side wall catches her eye. Hannah walks over. The number combination lock on the handle tells her that she isn't going to be able to open it. Indeed, neither pushing nor pulling it is effective. Hannah repeatedly raps on the door with her strong fists, the startling volume of it echoes across the cavernous area. She adds in some shouting, but there's no response from behind the door. She tries fiercely rattling the handle, but it resolutely stays locked shut.

Circuiting the supermarket's perimeter, Hannah reaches the freezer units lined against the back wall which are humming erratically, sacks of oven chips and slightly damp boxes of frozen pizza just indistinct shapes beneath their frosted lids. In a gap between them stands a large, grubby-white sliding door that no doubt leads to the warehouse. A pull on its handle reveals to no great surprise that it too does not budge. She tries peering through the square of opaque plastic that serves as its window, but all she can see are the strips of a plastic curtain that hang down to create a barrier when the door is open, and beyond them, darkness.

Hannah discovers another door, a Fire Exit. Finally. Slamming down onto its metal bar reveals that it too is locked, or just will not open.

"Ridiculous," Hannah groans, although no-one is around to hear. As she makes her way back to the front of the store, she pulls out and activates her phone once more. A battery warning is displayed. She weighs up who to contact. The police? She decides to text Andrew in the hope that he can sort things out and that a text message won't drain too much power. After thumbing a few words, she pauses. No, she firmly reminds herself, I promised myself that I was no longer going to depend on him. She deletes the message then scrolls further through her contact list.

She considers texting Lauren but remembers that she's seeing "that supply teacher chap" tonight. The one who wears fogeyish scratchy-looking olive tweed and breathes heavily through his nose.

"Sod it", Hannah resolves, "I’m calling the police." She punches in 999 and listens to the little clicks as the call connects. A beeping tone tells her the battery is rapidly draining. "Oh, come on!" she hisses. "Don't you d-!"

The ringtone ends, and a voice answers. Hannah hears a woman's voice say "hello," which is abruptly cut off midway. Hannah looks at the screen and sees the message Power Off and the screen goes black. She stares at the blank slate screen marred by greasy finger swipes. "Useless, bloody, piece of, bloody..." An exasperated sigh finishes that sentence.

Hannah looks up to the shopfront window displaying the dark world outside. She moves towards it and sees a figure approaching, walking straight towards her. Her pulse skips a beat until it clicks that it is only, of course, her reflection. The rain has intensified now, and it patters rhythmically against the windows with thick, sparkling droplets.

The electric front doors remain sealed and randomly pushing buttons on a panel on the wall somehow fails to solve anything. There is a tiny round hole next to it which presumably fits a key that activates the unit, but there is no key.

Hannah leans against the glass panel in the door, forms a barrier around her eyes with her hands and peers out despondently at the dreary, rain-lashed, yet unreachable world that lies just beyond. A world with only the dim glow of streetlights and a cocked scimitar moon for illumination. In the downpour, the blurry image of car swishes by shortly followed by another. Hannah furiously and, she knows, futilely, waves her arms, but the cars swoosh on through the rain on their journey out into the dark countryside. There are no people nearby to alert. At this hour, no one passes by the shop on the edge of town.

Hannah flops into the seat previously occupied by the red-haired girl and swivels about in it as she ponders what to do and attempts to make sense of the situation.

"Why me?" she concludes. She worries about where the after-hours staff, such as the shelf-fillers and cleaners are, and where did everyone go so suddenly and soundlessly? She takes the bottle of wine from her basket on the still conveyor and cracks open the lid.

As she swigs from the bottle it occurs to her that she could go and help herself to an expensive bottle. Raid the shelves for food, make a banquet of it. A midnight feast. As soon as I try that, though, she tells herself, Marge the cleaner will come traipsing in, and I will look a bit mad.

She shakes her head. “Five minutes locked in a supermarket and I'm already considering building a den in the checkouts and hunter-gathering the aisles for provisions! Which I will wind up having to pay for.”

Hannah spins slowly around on the chair, takes another sip from the bottle and wonders whether this will be featured in the local newspaper, for whom no story is too minor and insignificant to cover?

“No, I am too insignificant,” she moans to herself. “The universe will continue to completely ignore me.”

Around and around, she turns...

Until she catches a glimpse of something; a swiftly moving shape or shadow deep down one of the aisles. Hannah looks down the straight and narrow passageway but sees no sign of life. She keeps perfectly still as she listens for any faint sound beyond the steady background buzz.

The rows of cans and packets of food and jars stand silently in line. Nothing appears or moves in the space between them.

There is one small thing, however, that Hannah notices is off. Something that is out of the ordinary. Peculiar, even.

It is a bag of Quavers. But not just any bag of Quavers. It is a family-sized multi-pack of the cheesy snacks that lies on the floor next to its home: an overstuffed special offer bin at the end of a row at the midpoint in the store. She remembers passing by that bin earlier, and she was certain that there was no man overboard. Hannah lifts herself off the seat, heads down the aisle and looks around as she cautiously approaches it. She scoops it up and returns it to its location. Had someone recently brushed past and sent it sliding to the floor?

“Hello?” Hannah says.

She creeps down the broad central walkway as quietly as she can, peering left and right down each aisle she passes, her running shoes making the occasional tiny squeak. All else is silence.

Hannah starts to suspect that she might be the punchline to some vast cosmic joke, or merely that gel-haired shelf-stacker. She then chastises herself for allowing her myriad insecurities to immediately rev into overdrive yet again. "Just because you're paranoid, Hannah..."

She mentally closes the furnace door on the kind of burning self-loathing that causes her to still feel guilty about dumping Andrew, even though he was an absolute dick and made her so overly sensitive about her body image that she continues to go out on dark, wet nights running along country roads where lorries can send tsunamis of shit-water over her.

Hannah exhales and allows tension to leave her body. She returns to her seat with a show of casualness, which is more to shake off her fears than anything else, which is beneficial. She reassures herself there is no one present.

“Nobody here but this chicken.”
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Time passes and the cavernous room snoozes gently in the stillness. Only the hypnotic electric murmur of the refrigeration units and the dim whine of the air conditioning flues pumping cool air into the store can be heard. An internal artificial climate. Hannah yawns so hard that she feels a popping in her jaw. She contemplates the absurdity of her predicament while staring idly at the parallel shelving display units receding in the distance. Here she is, imprisoned in this nondescript white barn of commerce, bound by glass and breezeblock. The supermarket's blandness and the almost dreamlike unreality of its nothingness is enhanced by the lonely late-night ambiance.

The expansive front windows look out onto what seems like a black void. It is easy for Hannah to imagine the supermarket as a brilliant white spaceship drifting in lonesome majesty through space towards those faraway bright points of light.

A few minutes later Hannah is on tiptoes on the bagging area portion of one of the checkouts, holding up an ignited disposable lighter that was purloined from the cigarette counter as high as she can reach in an attempt to activate the fire alarms.

One more minute later and Hannah is reclining back in the seat and pulls open her second bag of Quavers. What else can I try? She ponders as she reaches for the wine bottle. She consoles herself with the thought that the morning shift should arrive in the next few hours.
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As slowly as the constellations, time passes.

Hannah drinks away the boredom and frustration, waves around the bottle like a tipsy dowager from a Noel Coward play, yells out to the empty room "balls to the lot of you," then glugs another mouthful of vino.

Soon, there's a pulsating throb of tiredness behind her eyes. Hannah places the bottle on the floor between her feet then reclines in the chair, her head thrown back, and stares at the ceiling as she gently swivels the chair back and forth, rocking herself. She closes her eyes to the light and drifts off into her thoughts.

A voice inside her mind, possibly her own, whispers, "This is all an illusion. Just a bad, bad dream."

Hannah drifts into a light sleep in which she dimly feels the sensation of being borne aloft by unknown forces that carry her out into the night, above the witchy claws of the grey bare trees and the rumble of speeding vehicles along wet roads. And now she drifts ever higher, bathed in the icy glow of a half-moon and the glimmering distant stars. Then she feels herself plummeting back to earth.
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Hannah explodes back into consciousness with an audible start, reflexively recoiling so that her chair slams against the counter. Her heart pounds in her ribcage, her wide eyes darting around.

Someone had been standing over her, inches away. Centimeters. At least, that's what she sensed. In her mouth, she can still taste the noxious odour of something like an animal's breath.

A moment later, the heart-thudding sense of panic dissipates, and she draws slow, deep breaths. She hears a peculiar gulping sound. Then she realises that she has kicked over the wine bottle when she jolted awake and sent it skittering. It rests a few feet away, still vomiting out its contents in little spurts. A pool of pale crimson liquid spreads outward.

Childhood night terrors are back with a vengeance, she tells herself, rubbing her weary brow. Then the public address system blares into life, causing Hannah to jump out of her skin. From the speakers belches a white noise cacophony that contains within it weird roaring sounds, warped and bestial. The noise intensifies to a prolonged screech then abruptly ceases.

The supermarket is once again silent.

"Hello?" Hannah calls out, the waver in her voice betraying her jangling nerves. "Anyone there?"

She rises from her seat and heads for the aisle. "This is not fu-” Her foot slips on the spilled wine. "This is not FUNNY."

Hannah picks up the bottle and, faced flushed, marches up the aisle past the crisps, past the corn snacks, past the salted nuts until she arrives at the halfway point, where she pauses and listens to the silence. She brandishes the bottle as if it were a club; ready to bludgeon anyone foolish enough to jump out at her. A remnant of the wine runs down her arm in a blood-red streak. She bemoans her stupidity.

Hannah is now pacing up and down the central aisle, looking intently this way and that, this way and that down each long, deserted pathway.

She stops dead in her tracks. Amid the small noises of the sleeping supermarket, the dim electric buzz of the lighting and the occasional tick of the chiller thermostats, Hannah detects a new sound. It is like the gentle rustle of a sheet in the breeze. As she strains to pinpoint its source, Hannah feels a light touch on the nape of her neck, like a feather being ever so softly drawn across it.

She spins round only to be greeted by rows of tinned food and squeezy bottles staring back at her mutely. No movement, and no indication that anything had been there.

Hannah rubs the back of her neck, her skin prickling still. She wants to call out again, but fear overcomes her, and she now creeps like a timid child, hand firmly clasped around the smooth neck of the bottle, ready to swing it.

The supermarket radio abruptly bursts into life and a waltz time verse of Roy Orbison's "It's Over" echoes across the room. Hannah's skin is suddenly vacated once more. She had forgotten about the in-store radio, which she was positive was piping out music when she first entered. Someone must have turned it off, and now someone must have turned it back on.

"Hello? Hello, excuse me!" Her heart races as she shouts. As the song swells, the music through the tinny speakers sounds thin, slightly distorted, and even ghostly as it bounces off the walls of the empty store.

"Is someone there? Hello?" She trots up an aisle towards the back of the room, and, as she approaches the chest freezers lined up along the wall, Hannah sees herself mirrored in the glass doors of the wall-mounted units. She sees that she isn't alone.

Also reflected in the glass is the face of someone or something behind her, and that someone is rapidly advancing in on her. In that instant – a split second – she registers its bloodless, pallid visage: it appears human, except for the eyes which are too low, too large and too black, and a mouth which is all too wide and gaping, like an abyssal fish. Its body appears to dissipate into wispy grey filaments, resembling cigarette smoke. And whatever it is, it is now right behind her.

Hannah does not scream or yelp. Instead, a more primal, guttural sound escapes her throat as she reels and jerks her body away from whatever it is pursuing her.

After crashing against a freezer, she collapses into a tangle of limbs on the floor and gazes around her with alert eyes.

There are only the empty aisles and the strange hollow sound of the bottle rolling and rolling away from her across the floor. Otherwise, she sees nothing.

Hannah takes a deep breath and composes herself. Still shaky but more resolved than before, she makes up her mind to get back down to the wide windows at front of the supermarket.

Hannah launches herself forward and sprints towards the checkout area hoping she can outpace any pursuers. Blackly, she assures herself that all the nighttime running might actually pay off. As she nears the end of the aisle, she asks herself what she will do when she reaches the checkouts. "I'm going to stick a chair through the fucking window is what going to d-"
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Time. Hannah steps outside of it. Or rather, falls upwards and then, like a levitating magician's assistant, hangs suspended in the air.

There is serenity in that weightlessness, a sense of absolute calm.

Hannah has left the ground and has bid farewell to the place governed by time. The unseen hand in which she now rests is softer than any bed of downy feathers and angel farts and is something to which Hannah feels she could become accustomed.

Then her brain jostles in her skull as her head cracks against the supermarket floor.

Hannah lies in the slick of red liquid that is pooled around her head - the spilled contents of a £7.50 bottle of Merlot, bursting with tantalising notes of blackberry, oak, and chocolate. She has a momentary realisation of this before clouds gather in her mind and block out the light of consciousness. She will never again see the sun.

"It's Over" reaches its dramatic crescendo.
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The supermarket is a realm of shelves upon shelves upon shelves. A strange warren of long, towering, narrow aisles, blind corners, and locked doors leading to who-knows-where. Hannah moves like a lost balloon among these shelves, but she does not walk alone.

As if she is under some sort of spell she drifts and gazes at the endless lines of jars of premade sauces, which change from red to orange to yellow to brown as they fade into the infinite distance. Hannah then notices something about the blood-red contents of the nearby jars: they have something in them, lumpy shapes, and when pressed against the glass, they are purplish-blue or off-white, as if these are all specimen jars containing various organs and unidentified viscera. She floats across to the opposite racking and finds, with a start, that the brightly labelled jars she had assumed held bockwurst sausages instead contain severed human hands preserved in a clear liquid.

Hannah discovers through further investigation that every jar, can, and packet contains oddments. The cereal boxes display images of the cheerful faces of people, but no images of cereal. Curiouser and curiouser, thinks Hannah as she descends farther and farther down the dark, winding passage.

Hannah captures a glimpse of something, a dark-furred beastly creature, as it slouches past along the centre aisle, panting. Something is stalking the corridors, and she must avoid being seen. If it captures her, it will certainly devour her.

She turns and flees - or, more accurately, drifts ghostlike - back down the aisle, and as she dashes along, she hears the boxes and tins flying off the shelves and crashing to the ground behind her. Faster and faster she flies, but she does not dare to turn to see what unseen force is causing the disruption.

Then she notices that the aisle she has been racing down has somehow seamlessly transformed into a road, with lines of dark trees replacing the shelves, the bright lights replaced by a night sky studded with stars, the moon like a searchlight.

Hannah sees more lights in the road ahead, travelling towards her. She initially believes it to be a lorry barreling along
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