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Red Boots

​After
driving 2295 all day, Karen decided that the larger the Texas
highway number, the smaller and meaner the road. When she saw the
signs for 624, she turned off gratefully. Annaville, population
5087, was the first town she came to. Scrub oak with dirty leaves
edged the town square. Mother's Cafe, one of the restaurants facing
the square, had a sign in the window, promising fresh pies. She and
her mama couldn't have afforded even a run-down small-town cafe;
the Old Lady who'd taken her in after Mama'd died would have walked
by without bothering to look. Karen tried to drive by slowly, but
her foot kept tapping the accelerator instead of the brake. She
circled back around the square for a second look.

At the stop sign on the far corner, a young
couple in jeans crossed the street in front of her. They held hands
with two children; an older boy and a younger girl, in matching
striped shirts. Enviously, she watched them swinging their arms and
skipping. She imagined the home-cooked meal of pork chops and apple
compote they would have in their cozy kitchen, passing warm
biscuits around a wooden table and interrupting each other with
talk about their day. Unable to join them, or any family of her
own, she decided that Mother's Cafe was the next best thing.

She angled her flatbed into the parking spot
half a block past the cafe. After Karen pulled to a stop, her feet
danced across the pedals as if they wanted to keep driving. She
ignored them. A pain shot up her shins as she stepped down from her
truck. She stamped her feet, then wriggled her ankles as much as
she could in her brilliant red cowboy boots. Because of her curse,
she usually felt physical pain for a few minutes; at most, for a
few hours.

Karen walked toward the cafe using baby
steps, almost on her toes. A mother with a stroller was walking the
other way. The infant in the stroller started crying and fussing.
The mother kept walking, reaching a hand down to casually pat the
baby's stomach. Karen minced to a halt to let them pass. If only
she hadn't been cursed. She would care for a baby better than that.
Better than her mama had. Better even than the Old Lady had.
Sighing, she moved on.

As she neared the cafe sign, she saw the
border was decorated with different types of fruit; blackberries
and strawberries chased each other in a cotillion, and solitary
peaches with a hint of fuzz stood in the corners like wallflowers.
Her feet twitched at the sight.

“Please,” Karen prayed silently. “Let me stay
calm enough to eat. I won't try to stop any longer than that.
Mercy,” she asked of any passing angel. Her feet twitched one last
time, then she felt a tingling move up the front of her legs,
through her shoulders and out the crown of her head. Her French
braid loosened slightly, like unseen ravens adjusting their perch
on her scalp. Karen stood still, too shocked to move. What had just
happened? Had an angel heard? And maybe answered?

She paused by the door, bracing herself for
the tide of conversation that always rolled away when she went
anywhere to surge back. But no one seemed dazzled by the
rhinestones imbedded in the yoke of her satin blouse, or tisked
over how tightly her jeans molded her legs, or giggled at the
brilliance of her red boots. The pair of women that looked up
didn't stop their own conversation but did give her welcoming
smiles.

Karen smiled back, then, following the sign
directing her to make herself at home, chose a table far from
everyone, next to the window. Healthy looking spiked ferns, pothos
and spider plants lined the low window sill. The plastic tablecloth
was stiff and yellow with age, but a real cloth napkin lay folded
next to her plate. It still smelled of Ivory soap. A scratched
stainless-steel vase sat on the table, holding a sprig of cheap
silk fuscia. The menu was stuck behind it: hand-lettered on green
construction paper, stained and bent.

Karen had just picked up the menu when the
waitress came up and asked her what she wanted.

Karen wanted to order pie, and only pie, but
she needed fuel, a full meal; she was as skinny as a Yankee.

“The special's awfully good tonight,” the
waitress said. Karen looked up, then gawked at the smiling woman.
The light coming in from the picture window backlit the waitress'
frizzy hair, making it glow like a halo. Karen's eyes adjusted. The
waitress' beautiful dark eyes held the light, her round cheeks and
full lips hinted at liking good cooking, her small chin spoke of
stubbornness. She was young, like Karen, probably only eighteen or
nineteen. Her name tag read, “Frieda.”

“I'll take the special then,” Karen said. She
read the menu after the waitress had walked away and discovered
she'd ordered chicken-fried steak with mashed potatoes, all the
gravy and biscuits she could eat, a serving of the vegetable of the
day and a gallon of iced tea to wash it all down.

The waitress came back with her order
quickly. The off-white platter holding her steak didn't match the
small blue bowl of vegetables, but everything smelled heavenly
under the blanket of gravy. Karen picked up her knife and fork
immediately.

“Can I get you anything else? Ketchup? Steak
sauce?” the waitress asked.

Karen forced herself to be polite and look at
the waitress. An oval stain ran from the waitress' shoulder to just
above her name tag. “No, thank you,” she said, unable to hold
herself back. She attacked her food.

The steak was hard to cut, and the bright
highlights in the gravy turned into grease, but Karen didn't care.
She sliced the meat into small bits and was nibbling on some
gristle when the waitress came back.

“So how is it?”

“Best I've had since I don't know when,”
Karen said, hastily clearing her mouth with a gulp of iced tea.

“I'll be sure to tell Harry. My brother, the
cook.”

Karen nodded. They were quiet for a moment,
then Frieda asked, “Where you from?”

“A long ways away.”

“Just passing through?” the girl asked,
shifting from one foot to the other.

“Yes,” Karen said, drawing out the “s” a
little, watching Frieda's gaze amble from her braided hair, along
the slope of her neck, past the glittering yoke of her blouse only
to pause at her breasts, then continue down to her hips, and after
another pause, slide back up again. A bell rang in the kitchen.

“Shame,” Frieda said as she walked past
Karen, her hips within fingertip grazing distance.

The warm, floating feeling she had in her
chest wasn't supposed to be caused by watching Frieda's fine back -
her mama had told her it wasn't natural - so she returned to her
meal and tried to eat ladylike. Her feet started tapping the
patterned linoleum impatiently.

When she finished wiping up the dregs of
gravy with her last biscuit, her belly felt full and solid, yet her
mouth still hungered for something comforting, like pie. Through
the fatty cooking smells she imagined she could smell apples and
nutmeg. Her mouth began to water.

When she'd been a little girl she had watched
on Saturday mornings as the Old Lady's cooking woman carried the
pies out of the oven to the cooling racks; white-gold crusts topped
with large grains of beet sugar, dark red fruit bubbling within.
Karen had been patient then, and could sit in one place for hours.
She would stare at the pies, greedily watching them cool in the
sunny whitewashed kitchen, flour dust dancing in the air, the heavy
combination of baking soda and cinnamon sticking to her jumper.
Waiting for that first bittersweet taste of berries, buttered crust
and sugar; baked feelings of home forming her bones, making them
solid.

The memory of living in a home, staying in
one place, unmoving, was an acute pain. Her feet jerked violently,
bringing her back to the restaurant. She had to go.

When she stood up and began walking to the
counter, Karen realized she'd been sitting too long. She couldn't
walk regularly anymore. Her feet insisted on dancing. She tried to
take gliding steps, tried to seem normal. About halfway to the
counter she turned as if to check her table, to see if she'd left
anything there, sneaking in a quiet pirouette in the process.

Karen handed Frieda a crumpled $10 bill and
asked, “You know where there might be any dancing tonight?”

“I don't know if we have anything like what
you're used to,” Frieda said, her look appraising Karen's
outfit.

“I don't dance that fancy, I just like to
dance,” Karen said. “With anyone,” she emphasized, putting her arms
around an imaginary partner and taking a few steps. Frieda stared
at Karen, her eyes growing larger. Karen waltzed closer, almost
touching her.

Without moving her eyes from Karen's, Frieda
replied, “If that's what you're looking for, I know the place. The
VFW hall, down Main Street. Tonight, every Wednesday night, eight
o'clock.”

“How do I get there? Do I go down this
street?” Karen gestured, making a sweeping motion, her finger tips
almost brushing Frieda's curls.

Frieda shook her head. “This street here is
opposite Main Street. Go ‘round the square - then just follow the
street. It's a one way. You'll pass the county museum. The
street'll fork at Ed's Chicken Shack. Take the left side. The
hall's on your right, just outside town, before the railway
crossing. There's a sign out front, but sometimes it isn't lit.
You'll have to go by slow and listen for the music.”

“Thank you,” Karen said, and with another
elaborate movement asked for her change. Frieda placed the bills in
her palm but held onto them for an extra moment and said, “If
you'll be there later, I might get Harry to close up early tonight.
I haven't gone dancing in a long while.” She waited expectantly,
one eyebrow raised while the other half of her lips lifted in a
smile.

Angie had always looked at her in that same
quizzical, playful way. Angie, her best friend, who smelled of
Lily-of-the-Valley powder, even when she sweated. Angie, the one
she wasn't supposed to love. Angie, who had cursed her.

Karen wanted to stop and touch that smile.
She wanted to plant herself and be drenched in it daily. But her
feet kept waltzing. Karen had to leave before she embarrassed
herself completely.

She turned toward the door abruptly,
accidentally jerking the money out of the other girl's hand. Karen
looked over her shoulder at Frieda and saw her slowly moisten her
top lip with the tip of her tongue, like Angie always had. What
gods were playing with her now? Or was she being given a second
chance?
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