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The 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.

Karen 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?
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