
Christmas Shopping:

By TerraMGP


Something about the mall was soothing for Becky. She didn’t mind solitude. God only knew she spent enough time editing her small films into something half way watchable to the point where she’d gotten used to it by now. But the mall? That was different. Even now with the half-assed decorations and endless loop of Christmas tunes blaring she enjoyed the big open spectacle. She enjoyed the rows of shops and the bustling of strangers. There was something about being alone in a crowd that just felt cathartic to the young woman. Perhaps the odd pleasure of walking past countless furs and knowing each one held their own story. They were all ongoing narratives who’s lives intersected and branched out as fully as her own. All with hopes and dreams. 


Some small part of the badger wished she could just break off from everything and randomly follow them like a camera. Vanishing away as she saw the shape each little self contained world took. The joy, the misery, the growth. It made a girl feel amazingly small and unimportant. And yet there was a thrill in such a feeling she couldn’t possibly put her finger on.


But that wasn’t why she was here today. No, Becky had only one job. But it was a big one. Something she couldn’t undertake on her own. ‘You know him better than I do. Just get him something you think he’d like.‘ That’s what Ms. Blake had said. Except… she didn’t. Not really. Becky kinda knew what Collin liked. And she knew she should know about those things. But she didn’t.


Which was where her first stop came in. 


With paws shoved into the massive pockets of her puffer coat, Becky strolled her way up to the Orange Julius stand. She leaned heavily on it and slapped a five down hard on the counter. The fast paced southwestern Michigan accent struggling to slow into some cowboy drawl.


“Barkeep. One strawberry Julius.” She grunted.


The girl behind the counter sighed and slumped her shoulders. A lanky black-haired gecko with a gawdy orange polo shirt and baseball hat. The pure white Hijab she’d chosen to wear under the hat seemed almost evocative of the ‘orange and cream’ flavor profile the store was known for.


It had been a cleaver bit of marketing think back when the girl first started her job. Now, the look of utter contempt o her face was enough to show how done she was with the job.


“I still have twenty minutes left, Becky.” Esme sighed. She dragged herself over to the blender and began to assemble the drink. Her log tail thudding ad trailing along the holes in the rubber walk mat.


“That’s ok.” Becky shrugged “I’m kinda a bit worried about doing this myself.”

Esme shot a sidelong glance at her friend while the blender whirred to life. The buzz holding an anger that seemed to radiate from the teen operating it. “I don’t know why you need me to pick something out. Or why we aren’t at the game shop for that matter. You know most of the shit he’s gonna want will be there. And god damn expensive.”

“I want something more special than that.” the badger retorted “Besides. I want to spend some time with my best friend. I can’t really trust most people’s opinion on this anyways.”

“What about Hui.” Esme muttered.


“Oh like she can keep her mouth shut.” Becky grumbled “Plus you’re always busy with that play thing lately. And work. This fixes both.”

The gecko set the drink down and shoved the five aggressively into the drawer. “Shit.” She hissed with a sibilant S that sounded far too much like the reptile’s mother. She then hit the buttons to open the drawer once more and began rifling though it, pulling out a quarter and shoving it towards Becky.


“I don’t need my change.” The badger said. She then sighed and took the quarter rather than making Esme’s clear consternation any worse. She watched as Esme then began mixing up another drink. This one getting shoved into the fridge under the counter and the blender carafe being dunked into a waiting pool of wash water in the sink.


The next few minutes were a sea of awkward tension. Loud, angry rattling of industrial cooking equipment and a few not-so-quiet swear words while Esme worked to get the place in order before her shift ended. Becky, for her part, simply stood there drinking her drink and fiddling with her glasses. A squint here, a tug on the long metal arms there. Unlike many styles the things were the type that reach up and wrap around ones ears. Something that always made her feel like a simple twitch would send them flying off.


Eventually the noise stopped and Esme was out. She paused long enough to take her drink from the man who replaced her behind the counter and then slipped up beside Becky. A soft sky blue coat pulled up over her body and zipped to her neck.


“Aren’t you warm in that?” Becky snickered.


“Don’t you feel weird in those?” Esme retorted as she pointed to the glasses


“Eh, Contacts were bugging me.” Becky shrugged and started off into the crowd. As usual she could feel her friend falling into pace right beside her. The two wandering their way past the book store next to the Julius stand.


“Just so you know.” Esme chimed in. “I can’t stay for too long. I still have rehearsal later tonight. Abba said he’d be out I front to give me a ride. Though if we finish up early and I could hitch a ride with you I’m sure he wouldn’t mid it.”

“Nah, I mean maybe.” Becky shrugged “I don’t know. I don’t wanna keep you from practice. You’ve got the big role in the play, right? I mean I think it’s big. Was Desdemona considered big or is that just my movie brain assuming she’s the leading lady?”

The two passed more stores as Becky led them along the long tiled walkway. They passed the hot topic. The Spencer’s. That one shop that always seemed to sell fake wall hanger swords and statues which somehow attracted pot heads without having pot.


“So uh, are we going to stop somewhere?” Esme muttered.


“I kinda figured we should start at the back.” Becky chimed “That way if we find something just right we don’t have to waste too much time.”

“I don’t’ have that much time to begin with.” Esme corrected “And Kohl’s? Are you sure you’ll find something for him there?”

“Well the other direction was Penny’s. I donno that one feels more like a ‘where my mom shops’ kinda place. Or uh, am I fucking up with that one?”

Esme shrugged and hugged her coat tighter around herself “how should I know? I still don’t know what you’re even dragging me along for.”

The badger didn’t seem to pick up on the hint. Becky simple striding along on her own slightly short legs until the two of them had made their way deep into the massive clothing store built to end cap the narrow mall area.


The mens section was closest to the entrance, but Becky seemed to ignore that entirely. The two girls making their way into the women’s section and Becky making a Bee line for the bras.


“What… are we doing here?” Esme asked nervously.


“I donno. I thought a training bra might be a good way to, you know, show support.” Becky shrugged


This revelation caused Esme to recoil a bit. She looked off to the side while Becky looked over the bras. The badger not seeming to register her friend’s discomfort for even a moment.


“Come on, Esme. This is why I asked for your help.” Becky sighed “I don’t know what counts as really cute and girly and stuff.”

“You are a girl, though.” Esme muttered


“Well yeah.” Becky nodded. Pausing for a moment as she looked at the frilly things before her “Do you… think this is too much? Oh, maybe I should start with just an outfit? Here, come on.”

The two girls went on to look at skirts, at tops, at perfume. Becky barraging her friend wit hall manner of questions while Esme simply did her best to give short, curt answers. This pattern continued as the badger dragged them out of Kohl’s and over to the Gap, then across to a jewelry store.


An hour after the two set out, Esme finally stopped and yanked her hand free of her friend, growling angrily. “Ok. Enough. We haven’t even gotten half way back to where we started and there is a whole other floor under us.” The gecko snapped.


Becky blinked at the sudden outburst and shook her head ‘Come on, a lot of these stores we’re skipping anyways, Esme. It won’t take that much longer. I just really need a girls opinion.”

“You are a girl.” Esme snapped “And he is not. And even so, I never agreed to get dragged around all night. I don’t have time for this.”

“But you said you’d help me.” Becky sighed “Come on Es. I need you. If I can just find something to show Collin…” She cut herself short watching the expression on her friends face change. Becky shrinking back just a tiny bit. “I uh, are you… mad, Esme?


“What do you think.” Esme seethed


“You look… yeah. You look kinda pissed.” Becky nodded. The gecko giving no response. “Why are you pissed?” Becky hazarded cautiously



“Why am I pissed?” Esme sighed “You really want to know why I am pissed?”

“Yeah, I would.” Becky nodded eagerly. “Come on Esme, I’m your friend.”

“Are you?” The gecko grumbled. “You know this is our last dress rehearsal tonight, yes? Our last one before the play. Do you remember that?”

The badger shook her head and pulled out her phone. “I mean I guess the date sounds right. I donno. Why? You said your dad would pick you up, right?”

A small string of swears in Arabic slammed though the air as the lanky girl threw up her hands. “Ah. Right there. You see? This is the problem. ‘you’ said that you would film a dress rehearsal. That you would help me get it for my reel. Something I can show off to schools next year without having to worry about all the chaos of the crowd. Yet here we are. In the mall. Looking around for a gift that ‘you’ can buy. Because for some reason that I cannot grasp for the grace of Allah ‘you’ have decided that ‘you’ need to make the first move on him. That you like him. Right when he’s decided to get even weirder than normal!”

“H-he’s not that weird.” Becky muttered.


“He’s coming to game sessions dressed like a girl! That is not normal!” the gecko interjected “I realize that you and Hui spend half your time watching bad anime where that happens, but that doesn’t make it normal. Even if it was, he hasn’t shown a shred of interest in you!” 


Esme gripped at her face and turned as if to leave, taking a few steps before turning back and wagging her finger. “He doesn’t like you, Becky. It’s just like Hui’s crush on your stupid cousin all over again. Except when she did it we just had to listen to her pine and whine and carry on for hours on end every time we tried to do something. The second she told him her feelings they at least turned a bit more bearable. You? You drag me around to find him outfits, or makeup, or all the other things you as a girl should know more about than him. You don’t care that I’m uncomfortable. You don’t care that I don’t particularly like either of those boys. You certainly don’t’ care that you forgot your promise and this is the last chance you have to fulfill it! Oh but you’re happy to drag me from my shift after work and make me spend energy on your problem before I go off to rehearse. My… freaking life is failing the god damn Bechtel test and I am sick of my only friends ignoring me!”

The gecko bit back a scream as she turned away from her friend and grabbed hold of the nearby trash can. She shoved it. It didn’t budge. She shoved again, and again. Only after about a dozen attempts did she look down and realize it was bolted to the floor, at which point Esme simply kicked one of the bolt points and slumped against the wall.


“Esme, I-”

“I am going to go wait for Abba.” Esme cut Becky off. “Good luck finding your gift. Maybe you’ll get senpai to notice you finally.” The young woman didn’t wait for a response. She simply marched past Becky and to to the parking lot.


Becky sighed and slumped back against the wall. Her eyes cast up against the ceiling. She stayed there for what felt like ages, grinding her foot into the wall and rolling the fallout of that blow-up around in her mind.


It hurt. She’d be lying to say otherwise. But then if Esme really felt that way maybe she deserved it to hurt. Maybe Becky had it all coming to her. “Stupid, self absorbed shithead.” She muttered to herself. For once feeing just about as dumb as Justin. A new low, if ever there was one.


Becky pulled herself up from the wall and sighed. There was only one thing left to do about it.

--------------------


The costume didn’t fit. Why would it? Esme had done theater long enough to know that wasn’t how costumes worked.


It was a lanky white dress in… she wanted to say Elizabethan? Victorian? None of those eras made any sense to her. Everyone seemed to wear a fabric store on them at all times. Frankly it was just as likely that the home ec teacher had picked out whatever pattern she thought looked ‘old timey’ enough and had the kids sew it up one year.


They’d let her keep her Hijab, which was only natural considering the school couldn’t afford to do something like pick a fight over it for a stupid play. But if Esme were honest with herself she’d almost have preferred if they let her keep the Tee shirt and wrap skirt she’d been wearing instead. What with the way her outfit’s sleeves bunched up on her lanky arms and her long legs had to crouch for the dress to hit the ground enough and not show off her ankles.


She’d asked the director to let Hui change it. But then it’d probably be too big for whatever fur used it next.


So she had to make do with a few pins used to pull the thing in on her slender frame and walking the stage I sandals because even the most flat footed boots she owned still made the dress lift too high for the small bit of dysgenics the production had.


Just as well. Hui would probably confuse Desdemona and Portia. Then she’d end up reading about Portia being from Belmont and Esme would end up dressed up as a Castlevenia character. Besides, she had no right. After blowing up at Becky, Esme had no right to ask either girl for favors. They both had their own thing going now. Hui had spent most of high school drooling over her man it felt like. Now Becky would do the same until Collin moved off. Assuming Collin reciprocated, that was. Or maybe not. The guy was honestly kind of a little troll and Esme had no idea what Becky saw in him. Both of the boys were just the most insufferable creatures she could imagine. Even for boys.


“Come on, Desdemona. Breath.” Esme muttered. She once again began to take deep breaths and work on her exercises. Silly phrases and noises intended to help with the proper Shakespearean diction and with projecting to the back rows. It didn’t matter if she was tired or distracted. Esme planned to be a professional about this every time she stepped out on that stage. Any feelings she had could wait, unless they could help inform the character at that moment.


“Hey, Director lady!”

Esme looked up to the voice that bellowed from the back of the auditorium. A familiar badger girl hauling in a tripod and a camera complete with one of those absurdly long lenses Becky seemed to like.


“Where do you want me to set this up?”

Esme smiled a bit in spite of herself, watching Becky as she worked to set up the tripod. Even as the Drama teacher started to march her way up the steps towards the back of the auditorium, likely to chew her out over the interruption.


“Well.” Esme sighed “It’s a start at least.”

