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Adam let out a deep sigh and dropped his head down upon the checkout counter with a dull thud. Who’s bright idea had it been to keep, of all things, a hardware store open for twenty-four hours anyway? The proprietor, a portly Sicilian fellow named Anton Marconi, seemed to think that a twenty-four hour hardware store was just what the sleepy little town needed. His dim-witted theory was that a hardware store that was open all night could cater to the sudden household emergencies that people might run into in the middle of the night and more than that, could snatch up the business of the men who worked the graveyard shift for the nearby steel mill. Men who worked the graveyard shift wouldn’t have time to shop for their hardware needs during regular business hours and Mr. Marconi supposed that men who worked the night shift 5 days a week would be far too tired on the weekends to bother with such niceties as shopping for the right tools and supplies to improve their homes on the only two days of the week where they could actually relax. 

Adam could have told his boss that his reasoning was flawed. Men working the graveyard shift had far more important things on their mind than dropping by an all-night hardware store to pick up a bag of lawn fertilizer or to finally buy that power mower that he had always wanted. No, that late at night, tired after a long night of unending toil, the men just wanted to get home and get some rest. 


Adam had discovered first-hand that working the night shift took a lot out of a guy. Living like a vampire, never really seeing the sun anymore and worse, having to break that routine when the weekend began and relearn it when the weekend ended played hell with one’s stamina and fortitude. The graveyard shift at a hardware store wasn’t even close to what one would call hard labor, and yet, Adam found that he felt more and more tired every night. He could only imagine what the men from the steel mill felt like. 


For Adam though, the worst problem that he ran into was simple boredom. Since he had started taking the night shifts a month and a half ago, he had served a total of ten customers from the hours of 10pm and 6am. It had gotten to the point where he actually wanted people to walk through that door whom he could help; something that was almost unheard of in the retail industry. 

Above the door, the bell rang merrily as a man entered the store. For a second, Adam was sure that he was going to be robbed by some wino who needed a bit of extra cash for his dealer. The man was dressed in a long trench coat and a wide brimmed hat and was peering intently at the list of sales just above the cash register. Unobtrusively, Adam slipped a hand under the counter and on top of the button that would trigger the silent alarm as he cleared his throat slightly.


“Hi there, can I help you with anything?” The man jumped slightly and turned his way. 


“Oh, I’m zzzorreeee, I did no seeee you zzzere.” Adam blinked as he got his first good look at the man. He seemed to be about middle aged but a lot of the lines that one would expect to see in the face of a man his age weren’t present. Instead, the skin on his face looked oddly stretched, as if it were more plastic than flesh.  In the meantime, the man had continued talking. “I’m zzzorreee if my zzzpeekink izzz no zzo goot. I kom youur laand gnooot looong agooo.” Adam relaxed slightly. That explained a lot about his nearly incomprehensible accent and crude ways of speaking. In a way, it also provided a logical explanation for the skin. A man in his middle ages, about to start a new life in a new country may well have some work performed for him by a plastic surgeon to look a little more youthful. The skin, which looked so new and tight under the bright fluorescent lights of the store may well fade to a more natural sheen and flexibility after a few days. 

“That’s not much of a problem, I can understand you okay. Now what can I help you with?” The man’s brow twitched as if it were trying to puzzle out what Adam had just said. “Oh, am I speaking too fast maybe? I can slow it down a bit if it helps you to understand me better.” The man brought his hands together and gave him a quirky little bow.


“I taaaank youuu muuuch.” 


What an odd way of talking. Adam thought to himself. Strange how he lengthens all of those vowels…I wonder what country he’s from? 

“So what were you looking for?” Adam asked at a slower pace. The man paused for a moment in thought before responding.


“I haaam looogink fooor tiiings toooo giiiiilll wiiiiissss.” Adam felt his eyebrows shoot up and his hand under the counter crept towards the silent alarm button again.


“Excuse me, I thought I just heard you say that you were looking for things to kill with.” The man nodded eagerly, a smile appearing on his face at realizing that he had been understood. 


“Yeeeezzz, yeeeeezz, tiiiiings toooo giiiiilll wissssss.” Making no sudden movements and slapping on a phony smile on his face, Adam had gotten as far as putting his hand on top of the button when what the man was still saying kicked in. “…maaaaaneee veeerrrmiiiiin azzzzz weeeellll-”

“Wait, did you say vermin?” The man nodded happily again, unaware of how close he had been to disaster.


“Myyyy peeeeooopppleee izzzz waaaantttiiink tooo moooove heeerre buuuuut zzeeeereee izzz toooo maaaneeee veerrrmiiiinnn alllreezzzy zzzeeere.” 


“Got a bit of a pest problem in your future dream home huh? Well then, you’ve some to the right place. Come right this way.” So saying, Adam stepped out from behind the counter to down towards the aisle that held all that the store had in the way of extermination merchandise. Walking down that aisle a few steps with the customer in tow, Adam stopped and snagged an item from the shelf and held it out to the customer to take. The man took the proffered item but only looked at it curiously so Adam began to explain.


“This nifty little number is called ‘Stick-2-It!’” Adam opened the package and showed the man the neatly folded lengths of fly paper inside. Moving to the little demo piece set up on the shelf next to it, Adam touched the sticky part and tried to pull his hand away, demonstrating how it stuck to his hand. 


“This is good for just about any sort of pest problem that you may have in your future home. While a lot of bugs get caught on these and die, if you catch anything bigger that you feel bad about killing, like mice, then you can just cut the tape out from under their feet and set them free in the yard to live out their little mousey lives.” The man’s eyes lit up when he saw the material and how it worked. 


“Yeeezzz! I wiiiill buuuuuy. Vaaaammilleee wiiiiilll beeeeee pleeeeaaased.” The stranger scooped up six boxes of the stuff from the shelves and looked back to Adam grinning happily. There was a bit of confusion at the cash register when the stranger tried to pay for his purchases.

“That’ll be $34.58…no wait, that’s only $25, you need $14.58 more….no, no that’s $57.25 now, that’s way too much-you know what? Just here…” Adam held the stranger’s hands open and deftly picked out the money required for the purchase and handed back a few coins for change. He looked up at the customer whose face could have fit under a dictionary definition of  “confused” and let out a wry chuckle.


“I’m guessing that they don’t have money like this where you come from huh?” The stranger responded in a low voice that well bordered on being grim.


“Nooo….zeeeere izzz nooot…” The plastic bag stamped with the words “MARCONI’S 24 HOUR HARDWARE” rustled slightly as the customer brought his hands together again for one of those fruity bows. “Zaaaanng youuuu muuuujjj.” Apparently happy with his purchases, the man blissfully trundled out of the store, leaving behind a very much amused Adam to wile away the three hours left until the end of his shift by creating large and intricate pyramids of countless pennies.
* * * * *

“…bizarre string of serial abductions were found today. There were no witnesses to the incident and the victims proved to be incoherent and nonsensical, rambling about impossible things that they’ve claimed to have seen. In other news, a large trailer going westbound on the expressway was overturned due to infrequent maintenance checks. The government is once more pushing for more highway checkpoints for the larger vehicles in the wake of this accident.  More on this and the 7-day forecast after the break…” A little over a week later, Adam was once again idly whittling away the early hours of his work shift watching the 11 o’clock news when the bell above the door rang stridently and that same foreign customer from the previous week walked in with a glum look on his face. Without preamble, he dropped a plastic bag atop the counter.

“I wiish to reeeturn deeese.” Opening the bag, Adam took out three unopened boxes of the fly paper that he had sold the man a week ago. With a sigh, he began the labyrinthine process of refunding the purchases into the register.


“So what was wrong with them?” He asked conversationally. 


“Weell…dey woorged lige youu said…but…” At this, he shook his head in frustration. “De traaps were noot big enough sooo weee made biiiggerr oones juust lige dem but dey did nooot sooolve the proooblem offff de veermiin. Dey diiid nooot diie aaaand maaade muuuch noiiize.” Adam looked up. 

“Oh, when you came in last week, you wanted a product that would just kill? No hassle with setting the larger things that get caught in the trap free? Why didn’t you say so before?” The man’s face seemed to brighten.


“Youu haave udder thiings dat work wooon’t leeeaave deeem aaliiive?” Adam once more stepped out from behind the cash and walked towards the same aisle as the week before.


“Why sure, we have traps for all sorts of household vermin and pests. If you had told me that you just wanted them simply dead the first time around, I could have suggested something more…lethal.” Adam stole a glance at the man’s hopeful expression as he walked past him. At least he looks less like a mannequin today…the botox must finally be wearing off. He thought with an inward laugh at the vanity of the middle aged man. 


Reaching the aisle, Adam skipped the more harmless tools of death and found what he was looking for. When he turned back to his strange customer, he was holding a large bug zapper that was shaped like a miniature tennis racket. 

“I imagine that this will do nicely?” The man looked curiously at the trap that Adam was holding. 

“Hoow does iit wooorg?”  Adam held it up closer to his face so that the man could see what he was doing better.

“The net bit in the center of the zapper is actually a conducting material. You push this button on the side here and what happens is that it sends a strong electric current running through the wires. When you see one of your ‘vermin,’ you push the button the side of this handle here and touch the wiring to the bug and presto. Most insects have an open circulatory system so that charge ends up...well, it sort of makes them explode but you shouldn’t have too much of a problem as long as the bugs you go after are the bigger ones.” 

The stranger looked very pleased with the trap indeed. 

“I wiiill take iiit!” 

“You’re in luck actually, since a lot of people can’t stand how brutal these bad boys are, Mr. Marconi has had them on sale for a while now. I’ll give you store credit for the sticky traps that you haven’t used and with that, you’ll only have to part with a $20 for this.” They walked back to the cash register together and Adam rang up the zapper. 

“That’ll be $20 flat-” he started as he leaned forward to give the man a hand counting out the right amount of cash but the customer confidently handed him a $10 and two $5’s. “Hey, you’ve gotten better at this.” Adam stated with a grin. The man smiled back.

“Yees, I leearn quiiick.” Adam’s eyebrows shot up as he remarked on something that he had just noticed.

“Your English has gotten a lot better too. Why, when you came in last week, I could barely understand a word you said but now, you’re speaking almost perfectly.” The man’s grin broadened.

“Yeees, I aaam…how doo youu saay…stuuudy toongues.” 

“Ah, you’re a linguist of some kind back home then?” The man nodded.

“Yeees, yees, quiite soo. Sooon, wheen de traps worg, dis will bee home. Daank youu for de traaaps.” He said as he lifted the bag with his newly purchased bug zapper and left the shop. Adam shook his head with a rueful grin and mentally wished him luck as he turned back to the TV.
* * * * *
“…bill to increase the number of highway checkpoints for the many trucks traveling freeways today is well on the way to being put into play. Despite the cost, the general consensus is that such measures will make highway driving safer for the many members of the general populace who use them. The police remained puzzled as the string of odd abductions escalates into a string of gruesome  serial murders. The police chief has declined comment, saying only that the perpetrators will not be able to evade justice for much longer. When asked how the victims were killed, the chief looked sick and declined comment. More on this after the break…” Adam tore himself away from the TV reluctantly as the door chimed to announce a customer. To his utter lack of surprise, it was the same man who had been coming in for the past two weeks. 
He strode up to the counter and without a word, opened up a plastic bag and emptied its contents onto the counter. Again, to no real surprise, Adam saw that it was the electric bug zapper that he had sold the man the previous week. 

“We are beginning to lose hope of ever moving here.” Adam’s eyes opened wide at the perfect English that rolled off of the stranger’s tongue. Catching his comical expression of surprise, the stranger grinned slightly. “I did tell you that I studied languages the last time we met did I not?” Adam nodded without words and a look of pride crept onto the stranger’s face. “I guess that you can say that I have an affinity for them…which is why I’m usually the one that’s sent ahead to see about living arrangements, but we’re despairing of ever finding a home here.” Adam began to ring up the refund procedure for the zapper and finally found his voice.

“Well, I’m sorry to hear that mister. Mind if I ask what went wrong this time? Didn’t the zapper work?” At this, the stranger’s face twisted into a look of disgust.

“Yes, again, we had to redesign them to fit the size of the vermin we wanted to get rid of and they worked just like you said…we just failed to anticipate the…uh, mess left behind.” 

“Ahh…”

“Yes…when the traps had done their work, while the vermin didn’t really explode, the smell that they left behind was just...absolutely foul.” The man shook his head. “While the traps did kill them quite dead, the stench left behind was…formidable, and worse than that, no matter how hard we tried to clean it, the smell just wouldn’t go away. And taking into account the sheer numbers of the vermin that are present in the home we were looking at, well, if all of them were to die in such a disgusting fashion, the resulting mess would be quite impossible to live with while still keeping the place habitable.” Adam finished punching in the refunds and handed $15 to the man who slipped the money into a pocket and leaned his arms onto the counter with a sigh. 
“It’s a shame to have to give up on our plans to make a home for ourselves here, considering all of the effort that we’ve put into trying to make this relocation work…” Adam was struck with an idea and slapped himself on the forehead while the man watched him with a bemused look on his face.

“Damn mister, I can’t believe I didn’t think of this sooner.” Slipping out from behind the counter, Adam began to jog lightly to the aisle with all of the traps. 

“Just hang on, this’ll only take a sec.” He tossed back over his shoulder as he ran. He returned to the counter not even a full minute later with something held in his hand. He proudly held out the item to the stranger.
It was an aerosol spray can.

The man looked confused as he took the can and studied it.

“What’s this?” Adam waved at the writing on the can as explanation and looked confused when the man shook his head.

“I cannot read.” 

“But…but, you can speak the language better than me! How can you not know how to read?” The man grinned unexpectedly.

“My affinity for language is pretty much restricted to hearing and speaking rather than reading or writing.” Adam felt himself blushing at his unintended insult.

“I’m sorry, I just assumed…” The man cut his apology off with a wave.

“No need for that. Just so long as we understand each other. Now do you want to tell me how this one works?” Adam grinned and took back the can.

“All-purpose bug spray. You pop the top like so, shake it a bit and push down on the nozzle here and…” Following action to words, Adam released a short burst of the spray into the air to demonstrate how it worked. “Then say bye-bye to all of your problems with ‘vermin’ of all sorts.” At this, the stranger’s eyes lit up as he looked on with amazement.

“Why…that’s brilliant! It’s like death in a can!” A wary look crept onto his face though. “How do the vermin react to being killed in this way? Do they remain alive but immobile for us to dispose of ourselves like with the sticky traps? Or perhaps they die but leave behind a god-awful stench like they did with the recent traps?” Adam shook his head confidently with each of these questions.

“Nope and nope. I’ve tried this sucker out on all sorts of bugs and the general reaction is almost identical in every case; they fall back, twitch and spasm for a few seconds, maybe even up to a minute, and then they die. They don’t explode in any way, they just sort of drop over dead and all you have to do is sweep up the bodies and toss them into the trash.”
“That’s ingenious…why didn’t you suggest this method on our first encounter? It seems to be more effective and efficient than the sticky paper and that bug zapper.” Adam shrugged.

“Well, I figured that you had to have seen simple bug spray before and that if you wanted it, you would have asked for it. I’m sorry, but it really didn’t occur to me that you wouldn’t know what bug spray is. I guess that they don’t really sell them commonly in your country?”
“Yes, that is more or less correct...anyway, if I’m right, all I’ll need is this one can. I think that we’ve finally found a solution to our little problem with the vermin. How much do I owe you for it?” 

“$15 will do it just fine.” He said with a grin. The man answered with a grin of his own and handed back the $15 that Adam had given him as refund for the zapper. As he bagged the can of bug spray, a thought occurred to Adam.
“Hey mister, if the pest problem is as bad as you make it out to be, why not just hire professional exterminators to do the whole house in one sweep? Wouldn’t that be less of a hassle in the long run if there are as many bugs as you say?” 

“That would make sense wouldn’t it? Unfortunately, the home we’re planning to move into is far too large. It would make the cost of cleansing the entire place a bit…prohibitive. If the spray idea works out as well as I think it will, it’ll be a simple matter to give one of these cans to everyone and tell them to just spray whenever they encounter something that moves that isn’t us.” Adam laughed at the picture of a family minding their own business in a house, every member suddenly stopping to bust out a can of bug spray every time something moved before returning to what they were doing. The man grinned at Adam’s laughter and turned to leave. A thought struck him though and he turned back and held out his hand to be shaken.

“I’d like to thank you for all of your help these past few weeks. If this works, it will be all thanks to you.” Adam reached out and shook the man’s hand.

“Hey no problem. You’re the most interesting customer that I’ve ever met working here. Come back and tell me how it works out in the end. The name’s Adam, I’m here almost every night.” The man smiled and released his hand and began to walk out.

“I’ll be back to tell you how it went next week.” 

* * * * *

“…have landed in front of the White House! We now go live to our camera crews on the scene at 11:27pm of this glorious night when mankind learns for certain that he is not alone in the universe. The president has come out to greet them! The president is on the lawn of the White House surrounded by his bodyguards and…wait, he’s waving his bodyguards back and stepping forward to the alien ship alone! What bravery! Is that…it’s opening! The ship is opening! Some sort of ramp is extending and…THERE THEY ARE!! Real aliens are stepping off that ship! They’re on the ramp heading down to the ground where the president of the United States stands alone to welcome them to earth. They look…like aliens in some science fiction movie with grey skin, long and thin limbs and large black eyes. There are REAL aliens here in Washington today and…they’re almost face to face with the president now. They seem to be holding something out to him. Is it some sort of alien gift? It looks sort of like a-” The bell on the door chimed but Adam didn’t look around as he sat glued to the small television. They were playing a live newscast that very moment in Washington as real live aliens had just now landed in front of the White House. 
“I’ve come to thank you Adam. The spray can idea was the best one yet. It’s working like a charm.” It was the same customer as it had been for weeks but Adam was still staring at the television and blindly waved him over.

“C’mere, have you seen this shit man? There are live aliens on TV, I can’t believe it!” 

“Oh, believe it. Anyway, I just came to tell you that the spray can idea is working better than we expected and to tell you goodbye.” A slight frown creased Adam’s features as he continued to stare at the looped newscast on TV. 

“‘Goodbye?’ Where you going? I thought that you said that the spray worked like a charm?” A low chuckle.

“Oh, I’m not going anywhere at all. This is my home now. However…” There was a small rustling sound as the man pulled something from his pocket followed by the distinct noise of a spray can being shaken. 

“You don’t really expect us to share our new home with vermin like you, do you?” 

Whafuck?  Adam turned slowly, as if in a dream and faced his regular customer. 

He couldn’t believe his eyes. 

The long trench coat was gone, as was the polymer flesh mask and gloves. With a  strange sort of distracted horror, Adam saw the edges of the flesh colored glove and mask hanging out slightly from what appeared to be pockets in some sort of alien jumpsuit. Any flesh in sight was a dark, grey color and looked rubbery to the touch and large, oval eyes of full black stared at him. A small slit and two elongated holes on the face took the place of the nose and mouth that he had become accustomed to seeing. 

And in its hand…

Incongruously so, in the hand of the alien was an item shaped unmistakably like a common, household can of bug spray.  
“Thanks for all the help vermin!” The cheerful voice was the only part of the thing that hadn’t changed as it held out the can and pushed down the nozzle.
There’s an alien in my store and it’s going to kill me. Not only that, it’s somehow going to kill me with a common can of bug spray that I sold to him for $15…how the fuck is that going to wor-urghhhh! 
Rational thought ceased as the fine droplets settled onto the skin of his face and arms. A blinding pain ripped through his entire body as he shook and twitched wildly. His legs crumbled from under him as the spasms blazed through his muscles with a vengeance causing him to twist and gyrate wildly on the ground, his mouth uttering short, harsh gasps of denial and disbelief. Shortly after that, he was unconscious as his muscles still jumped and twitched and a few moments after that, he was dead.

“…with some sort of spraycan! He’s on the ground! The president of the United States of American is on the ground, having some sort of seizure!! The bodyguards have lifted him and are trying to carry him to saf-they’ve been sprayed too! The bodyguards have been attacked, sprayed by some unknown weapon! They too are on the ground with a seizure! Police have started firing but the bullets seem to be encountering some sort of energy shield and isn’t doing any good! People are running everywhere, and….more ships are coming down!! More ships are coming down from the sky, it looks like an invading army! Wherever the ships land, aliens are pouring out and they’re all holding that same mysterious spray can! The people they spray seem to have uncontrollable seizures before they die! I see an alien now, it’s coming right for me! Frank?! Where are you going?! You’ve been my cameraman for six years! Don’t leave me here! Fra-AHHHH!!”

The alien happily pocketed the can of human spray and left the store in search of more vermin to cleanse from its new home. 
