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  The Blue Light Special


Heather Collins reached into the basket for the frozen peas, and the self-checkout beeped. 
Unexpected item added to transaction
Duct Tape 1 ct. $4.89

She peered closer at the monitor. The peas slipped against the milk carton as she lifted them.
That wasn’t in her basket. She hadn’t even picked one up.
She stood under the store’s pale midnight lights in scrubs that carried the bleach tang from Birch House. The basket rested on the metal shelf beside the scanner. The peas were sweating through their plastic, and the milk had soaked through the corner of her tote.
She checked the basket out of habit. Discount cereal, check. Bread, check. Two bananas, right. Cheap turkey slices for her son, thank God. A microwave mac and cheese cup for the morning she was already running late for.
That was dinner, lunch, and an apology she could hand to her son in plastic wrap.
Everything was there except duct tape.
Heather set the peas down and lifted every item out of the basket one by one. The bagging area now contained only a damp ring from the milk. The scanner glass showed her own tired face under the store lights. She patted her scrub pockets and found only her phone and a pen.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said.
The screen offered a bright blue button.
Remain in place for assisted review

The exit gate beside the self-checkouts gave a pleasant chime and slid shut.
Heather stared at the gate. It was waist-high, made of white plastic, and seemed confident that it was barrier enough. Except, she could climb over it and leave the groceries behind. But then the camera over the lottery machine would turn, her name would still be on the screen, and the store would decide what that meant.
From lane six, a young employee in a red store jacket raised his chin. His name tag said MICAH. He was maybe twenty-two, narrow-shouldered, red-eyed, and holding a hand-held device. His thumb tapped the screen again and again, each tap harder but more hopeless.
“Need help?” he called.
“Depends,” Heather said. “Can you explain why this register thinks I’m building a shed?”
He came over, read the screen, and winced. “It’s been sensitive tonight.”
“That is a beautiful phrase.”
He scanned the shelf, the basket, and her tote. He gave the basket a little lift, checked underneath it, and set it back down.
“You don’t have duct tape?” he asked.
“I’m having a hard week already. I don’t need mystery duct tape.”
A snort slipped out of Micah. He ducked his chin and raised his device toward the register. “Usually I can clear these.”
“Usually is good. I’m a big fan of usually.”
The register whirred. Receipt paper fed out in a slow white strip. Micah caught it. As he read down the list, his face changed, and Heather’s stomach tightened. In urgent care, she had seen that face on people who had read a chart and learned their next sentence was going to ruin somebody’s day.
“What?” she said.
Micah read the page again. His thumb rubbed the plastic casing of his device. Then he handed the receipt over, because hiding it would have made him part of it.
Predictive Loss Prevention Review
Risk-Linked Inventory Allocation
Pain Relief Caplets
Duct Tape 1 ct
Prepaid Mobile Device
Youth Backpack, Basic Black
Vodka, 750 ml, economy tier
Deposit for Predicted Purchases Due Tonight
$31.42

Heather read it once. Then she read it slowly. She was conscious of the peas melting and the milk warming up as she read. Somewhere behind her, another machine told a different customer to place the item in the bagging area. A deep voice replied, “It is in the bagging area,” in an injured tone.
“No,” Heather said. “No, that’s not a thing.”
Micah took the paper back and stared at it. “I’ve seen future basket receipts before. Usually for batteries or baby wipes. Even cold medicine during flu season. This is next level.”
“I’m not a weekly vodka shopper.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“The machine did.”
The screen refreshed.
Thank you for your patience, Heather
Risk-linked inventory has already been allocated for your household event window Please complete deposit payment to continue checkout

“Household event window,” Heather said. “That sounds cheerful.”
Her phone buzzed in her scrub pocket. Darren.
Of course. The man could go silent for three days, then develop supernatural timing the second she had an audience.
She ignored it.
The handheld in Micah’s palm gave a quick pulse. He glanced down, and his throat moved.
“It says I can’t override this without security sign-off.”
“Security. For peas and bread.”
“And future duct tape,” Micah said.
He regretted it right away. The apology reached his face first, then a red flush climbed up after it. Poor kid. He had become the human mouthpiece for a machine that wanted thirty-one dollars from a woman buying discount cereal.
A woman at the next register turned her cart an inch away from Heather, just far to build a moral border out of one squeaky wheel. Heather knew that move from school offices, and the line after Ben’s counselor had used the phrase “home stressors.” People didn’t need proof. They needed distance.
Heather picked up the printed list again.
Pain relief actually made some sense after three weeks of lifting patients on a bad back. The prepaid phone made sense too, after her two eleven a.m. search on moving Ben’s number off Darren’s plan. The backpack was strange. Ben still used his old one, the strap tied in a knot he pretended was fine. Every morning, he slung it over one shoulder and acted casual even as the knot dug into his jacket.
How did a grocery register know that?
“How does it know about the backpack?” she asked.
Micah didn’t pretend confusion. “These systems pull loyalty data, household profiles, social media, search partners, third-party prediction feeds.” He gave the screen a dead-eyed stare Heather had seen on nurses after the fourth new policy email in a shift. “They tell us it helps reduce shrink.”
“By billing me for being scared in public?”
The blue button changed again.
Non-compliance raises review time
Enroll in Household Stability Assist?
Benefits may include
supervised late-night shopping
approved substitutions
emergency contact coordination

Heather laughed once. The sound came out wrong.
“Supervised shopping. That’s, that’s.” Her throat closed around the rest.
Micah said, “If you tap assist, it sometimes lowers the deposit.”
“Do you hear yourself?”
He did. That was the worst part. His mouth opened, then shut. He rubbed one eye under his glasses and took a step back from the register, giving her whatever privacy a person could give in a self-checkout corral under twelve cameras.
An older man in a blue blazer approached from the tobacco counter. A security badge hung from his belt, and silver hair curled around his ears. Heather recognized him first.
Mr. Leland, who signed in at Birch House every Wednesday to visit his wife in room twelve until April. He still came by on Wednesdays with a stack of library books for the residents and a tin of butterscotch candies for the front desk.
“Evening,” he said. “Heather?”
“This is going really well,” she said.
He lifted the receipt to his bifocals, then gave it back. “I hate these things.”
Micah said, “The device needs a security sign-off.”
Mr. Leland pulled his own handheld from his belt holster. He had the same hunted face Micah wore, only twenty years older and better ironed. “Ma’am, the system placed a temporary hold on your transaction.”
“I know.”
Mr. Leland glanced at his device. “I’m sorry, Heather. It won’t let me clear the screen until I read this part.”
“Really?”
His eyes flicked to the ceiling camera. “Yes.”
Heather folded her arms. The move tugged at the sore place in her back, and she hated that too.
Mr. Leland cleared his throat. “If you complete the deposit, the charge can be credited against future qualifying purchases.”
“Meaning what?”
He read from the device. “Goods associated with your projected household stress interval.”
“Projected by who?”
“Corporate risk.”
“Is Corporate Risk a person? Can Corporate Risk come down here and tell me why it thinks I need economy vodka?”
Mr. Leland’s jaw tightened. “I wish they would.”
That answer made Heather angrier than the script. Mr. Leland’s jaw had gone tight. Micah kept his eyes on the floor. Even the woman at the next register had stopped pretending she wasn’t listening. Nobody here believed the machine was right. That didn’t matter. The machine had every person in the lane working for it.
Heather opened her tote and turned it upside down onto the shelf.
Pens, old paper, cough drops, the field trip form, and twelve dollars in singles spilled out. A hair tie bounced and rolled under the card reader. Her spare mask landed in a damp heap beside the milk. There wasn’t any duct tape or pain pills. There wasn’t a little bottle that made the machine right.
“Check everything,” she said. “My bags, my car, my coat. I didn’t take anything.”
“This isn’t alleging completed theft,” Micah said.
Mr. Leland kept his eyes on the device. “It’s a pre-loss allocation event.”
“That sounds invented.”
“It is invented,” Micah said under his breath.
Mr. Leland didn’t correct him.
The screen brightened.
Consistent savings behavior detected
Because you shop strategically, we can streamline tonight’s resolution

Heather put both palms on the metal shelf and leaned toward the register. “You think I have money for strategic crime? I came in here for markdown turkey.”
Clearly listening, the woman’s hand hovered over a bag of grapes for far too long. Heather could feel her attention. Nobody wanted to be that poor woman at self-checkout. 
Two phones buzzed together, Micah’s and Mr. Leland’s.
Micah’s face lost color.
“What now?” Heather asked.
He hesitated.
“Micah.”
He angled the device until she could read the first line.
Escalation path available
Notify employer
Notify landlord partner
Notify school-linked household support contact

Heather’s mouth went dry.
Maple Terrace had already cut one aide for attendance instability. Her landlord had started taping reminders to the door in red ink, each notice crooked, and placed high where neighbors could read it from the stairs. Ben’s school counselor had called. Darren had texted her, saying she was unstable twice, then later deleted them.
The machine had found every weakness she had and was standing politely poking at all of them.
“You’re telling me the grocery store gets to report me to my kid’s school because it thinks I might buy duct tape later.”
Nobody answered that.
Mr. Leland lowered his voice. “Heather, if you abandon the cart under active review, the system sends an unresolved incident packet.”
“To who?”
His eyes moved from her face to the receipt, then back to the device.
He didn’t need to say it again.
Her choices lined up beside the bread and the peas. Pay the deposit and go home with food. Refuse, and a machine would translate her life for every office that already had a file on her. It would turn the old backpack into neglect, her bad back into pills, her search history into intent, her divorce into a risk pattern. Some woman in a school office would open an alert tomorrow morning and make the same small mouth the woman with the grapes was making now.
Heather gathered the twelve singles from the shelf. She took her debit card from her phone case.
Then she stopped.
Thirty-one dollars would buy gas on Thursday. The rest would buy Ben’s backpack. A normal black one with two straps that worked. He wouldn’t have to pretend anymore.
“Can I remove the future items?” she asked.
Micah checked his device. “It says allocated goods cannot be deleted after risk reservation.”
“Of course it does.”
Heather picked up the field trip form and smoothed it flat against the shelf. Ben had not told her about it until dinner. Sixteen dollars. Due Friday. He had said it casually, eyes on his plate, shoulders braced for the answer.
She made herself breathe.
Then she pulled the turkey and the cereal from the lineup and set them back in the basket.
Mr. Leland said, “What are you doing?”
“Keeping the things my kid needs.”
She pushed the bananas aside. She removed the milk, the peas, the bread, and the mac and cheese. The basket grew lighter in her hand. On the screen, the total dropped. The deposit didn’t move.
“It still wants thirty-one forty-two,” Micah said.
“I know.”
She left the groceries on the shelf. The milk made a wet ring on the metal. The peas were already sweating through their bag. Some associate would have to reshelve what could be saved and throw away what couldn’t, and Heather regretted that the machine had one more avenue to punish someone else.
She paid the deposit with her debit card. Thinking longer would only give Darren time to call again.
The machine approved the charge so cheerfully that Heather almost laughed.
A second receipt printed.
Reserved Inventory Acknowledgment
Household event window
12:00 a.m. to 3:17 a.m.
Items prepared for qualifying need
Aisle locations
Pain Relief Caplets, Aisle 4
Duct Tape 1 ct, Aisle 9
Prepaid Mobile Device, Service Desk
Youth Backpack, Aisle 12
Vodka, locked cabinet, associate assist required
At the bottom, the system added one more line.
Thank you for planning ahead, Heather

What was going to happen tonight? She shook her head and took the basket with the cereal and turkey. She folded the receipt once, then folded it again until the paper became a white square between her fingers. The exit gate chimed and opened.
Mr. Leland stood aside.
Heather handed him the longer copy.
“Keep it,” she said. “If I come back for aisle nine, you’ll know the machine finally got its wish.”
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