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CHAPTER 20:  SHOPPING 

Frances woke up Saturday morning feeling noticeably less self-assured than she had the 

previous day.  She had let her guard down at school and had paid for it dearly.  She wondered if 

Tiffy would press her about the beak incident.  Frances decided denial would be her best 

strategy.  Tiffy couldn’t possibly know what she had seen, and besides, she probably wouldn’t 

bring it up anyway.  After the chili fiasco, revenge was likely the only thing on Tiffy’s mind.  

Frances would worry later about mentally preparing herself for possible retaliation. 

Frances climbed out of bed as a text message chimed through her phone on the 

nightstand.  She glanced down at the message from Meredith telling her that she and April would 

be there to pick her up in ten minutes.  Crap. The mall, Frances suddenly remembered.  Then she 

said out loud, “How late did I sleep?” 

She saw that the time was almost 10am and realized she must have slept straight through 

her alarm clock.  She wondered for a second why her mom hadn’t roused her before now.  Then 

she remembered her mom had said she and Toby would be going to the bakery to taste wedding 

cakes today.  She quickly dressed and went downstairs to find her favorite of Toby’s vegan 

creations on the kitchen table: banana muffins.  She happily scarfed two of the scrumptious 

muffins and had just finished chasing them with a swig of orange juice from the carton when she 

heard a car horn sound from in front of the house.  Frances stuck her phone in one back pocket of 

her jeans and her wallet in the other and jogged through the front door, slamming it behind her. 

 Once at the mall, Frances, Meredith, and April waved to Meredith’s mom as she drove 

away from the curb, and they entered through the doors near the food court.  April seemed in 

very high spirits, perhaps because Frances’ cafeteria catastrophe had taken the attention away 

from her recent break-up.  She whispered to Meredith about going to Victoria’s Secret for push-
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up bras, to which Meredith responded gently but reproachfully, “April!  You know you’re 

perfect just the way you are!” 

 April smiled, unfazed.  “I know,” she said.  “But it can’t hurt to show Dan just how much 

he’s missing.” 

Frances wasn’t a fan of shopping for any type of clothes with other people around, but 

especially not underwear.  She followed her friends into Victoria’s Secret, trying not to stare at 

the larger-than-life posters of impossibly beautiful women in scandalously tantalizing lacy 

undergarments.  She pretended to browse the racks of terrycloth robes while April stood before a 

floor-length mirror trying different bras on over her t-shirt.  Meredith acted as April’s assistant, 

handing her the next item from the rack and offering critique as needed.   

Frances looked longingly at the bookstore across the strip.  She waited out what she felt 

was the appropriate amount of time to stay with her friends before interrupting the fashion show.  

“Hey, I don’t see anything I want,” she said.  “I’m gonna go check out the bookstore while you 

guys finish here.” 

“Okay,” said April without looking up. 

Meredith smiled knowingly at Frances and said, “We’ll meet you over there in a few 

minutes.” 

Frances darted across the wide corridor, deftly dodging bag-laden shoppers as if she were 

playing a life-sized game of Frogger.  When she reached the bookstore, she made her way to the 

section with the large coffee table books, thinking she might come across something that would 

make a good wedding gift for her mom and Toby.  A nice picture book of the Hawaiian Islands, 

perhaps, in honor of the honeymoon they had planned to postpone until after the baby arrived. 
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Frances had browsed the picture books for almost ten minutes when she recognized the 

familiar hum of shifted molecules coming from somewhere nearby.  She glanced down at her 

own body for a quick assessment.  Solid, for the moment at least.  No, this was someone else.  

Curious, she turned her head from side to side, straining her ears to determine the direction of the 

sound.  The hum was becoming louder from behind her; the shifter was getting closer. 

Frances turned around, casually browsing bookshelves while discretely looking for the 

source of the sound.  Three people were within range.  The first, a tall, balding bookstore 

employee in a burgundy polo shirt, wore a lopsided nametag on his chest pocket and a 

disgruntled expression on his sallow face.  His name was Leonard, and as he moved down the 

aisle away from Frances, there was no change in the volume of the humming noise, which was 

now louder than ever.  The second candidate was a curvy black woman in a fluffy pink sweater 

who was so captivated by the back flap of whatever book she was holding that she didn’t even 

notice her elbow clip a stack of cookbooks on a table as she walked by.  The heavy books 

thudded to the floor, and Leonard stopped walking and turned to scowl at them.  He returned to 

pick them up making no attempt to hide his annoyance as he muttered obscenities under his 

breath. 

Frances had been distracted watching the first two people, and she hadn’t seen the third 

move into the space right beside her.  Now, when she turned and took a step to the left, she 

collided into a scrawny young teenage boy with stringy black hair, downcast eyes, and an 

armload of graphic novels, which seemed to explode in all directions from the impact. 

“Oh!” was all Frances could think to say for a moment.  She backed away from the boy, 

who glanced up only long enough to eye Frances contemptuously before stooping down to pick 

up the dropped books. 
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“I’m so sorry,” Frances said.  “I… I wasn’t paying attention.”  As she bent beside him to 

help with the cleanup, she could practically feel his molecules vibrating.  This was definitely the 

shapeshifter, although what he had changed about his appearance, Frances had no idea. 

“Don’t worry about it,” the boy mumbled from behind his hair.  They both stood, and 

Frances placed the last of the books she’d recovered from the floor on top of the towering stack 

already in the boy’s arms.  They both stood facing each other awkwardly for several seconds 

until the boy said, “So, uh, can I get by?” 

Frances hadn’t realized she was blocking his path, and now she quickly moved to one 

side as the blood rushed into her cheeks.  But as the boy passed her, she felt a tingling in her legs, 

and one of her feet spasmed and kicked him hard in the shin.  She half-covered her face with her 

hands as the boy did a kind of cartoonish shuffle in an unsuccessful attempt to keep himself 

upright.  He abandoned his pile of paperbacks and grappled for the nearest bookcase, clearing an 

entire shelf in the process.  He landed on the gray carpet with a thud as the books continued 

toppling from the shelf.  From a few feet away, Leonard was not amused. 

Frances thought briefly of fleeing the scene and never looking back, but she knew she 

should at least make sure the boy wasn’t injured.  She took a step closer, but before she could ask 

if he was alright, the boy turned on her. “You did that on purpose!” he shouted, climbing out 

from under a giant picture book about icebergs. 

“I didn’t!” Frances retorted.  “I’m so sorry…  I swear it was an accident!”  She added a 

few more apologies for good measure and once again bent down to pick up the boy’s fallen 

books. 

“Your foot just flung itself in front of me all on its own, did it?” said the boy as he used 

the bookshelves to hoist himself up from the floor, which caused Leonard to wince dramatically. 
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“Yes!  It was a… a muscle spasm.” Frances heard how dumb it sounded on the way out, 

but she couldn’t think of any other excuse.  She was beyond embarrassed and, on top of that, her 

entire body was tingling now.  She had to get out of there.  She quickly stacked all the books she 

could reach onto the closest table and took a few deep breaths, trying to subdue her overzealous 

molecules. 

“Well, uh, it was nice to meet you,” she said stupidly.  “I have to go now.” 

The boy glared at her, his nostrils flaring with every breath.  Frances did some kind of 

weird cross between a wave and a salute and said, “Sorry again for all the trouble.”  She turned 

to walk toward the exit, but froze before taking a step.  The tingle throughout her body had 

reached painful proportions; she felt like she was on fire.  An electric charge seemed to be 

working its way down her spine, and the hairs on her arms stood on end.  She didn’t have time to 

hide.  She was going to shift, right in the middle of the bookstore, and there was nothing she 

could do to stop it. 

But something was different this time.  Something was wrong.  An intense pressure was 

building beneath her skin like a volcano on the cusp of eruption.  She glanced downward at her 

trembling fingers and saw white sparks flare between them, just as the bookstore lights began to 

flicker. Frances slowly lifted an electrified hand to face level and tapped her index finger to her 

thumb.  There was a flash, and the overhead lights flickered a final time and then went out 

completely. 

Frances felt immediate relief and collapsed into a heap on the floor.  She wasn’t sure if it 

was only the bookstore lights, or if the power had gone out in the whole mall, but her nook 

between bookcases was so black, she had to touch her eyelids with her fingertips to make sure 
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they were open.  The chaotic murmurs of panicked customers filled the darkness, and at least two 

babies were crying loudly. 

More than a minute passed before three long alarm tones echoed overhead causing a few 

people to scream.  Then the lights came back on.  A store manager announced calmly over the 

intercom that the crisis was over.  Frances squinted in the bright light.  According to the voice 

from the speaker, they had had a power surge, and now everything was back to normal.  Frances 

stood and looked up at the boy she had tripped.  His arms were once again full of graphic novels, 

and he was eyeing Frances suspiciously. 

“Wes!” called a deep voice from across the store.  The boy looked toward the older guy 

walking toward him.  They both had similar facial features, but the older one was more muscular 

and had a military-style buzz cut.  When he arrived in the aisle where Frances and the boy stood, 

he said, “Come on, let’s go already.  Dad’s waiting for us at the hotel.”  Then he looked at the 

stacks of books in his brother’s arms and added, “Dude, how many of those do you need?  We’re 

only here for three days.” 

Frances watched them walk away toward the check-out counter, the younger boy 

glancing over his shoulder once or twice to glower at her.  Meredith and April appeared in the 

bookstore entrance and, when they spotted Frances, they raced toward her. 

“Oh my gosh!” exclaimed April.  “Did the lights go out in here too? That was so scary!” 

“It was weird that there weren’t even any emergency lights,” said Meredith.  Then she 

noticed the color had drained from Frances’ face and asked, “Are you okay, Fran?” 

Frances nodded and forced a chuckle.  “Yeah,” she said unconvincingly.  “Like April 

said.  Scary.” 

 


