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Boots 
 
  Olivia Wright was called Liv by nearly every resident of Hidden Falls, not as an 

endearing nickname, but as an amusing reminder to themselves of what the stooped and 

bitter widow least wanted to do.  In that sleepy little northern town, whose population never 

exceeded the calendar year, and whose people showed their only real burst of enthusiasm 

during the high school's annual homecoming game, Mrs. Wright had been eager to depart 

both the town and her predictable life for years.  

 The winter that her son, Al. Jr., turned eighteen, his father stumbled through the 

door one Friday night, reeking of smoke and whiskey. Olivia's shock gave way to seething 

anger. 

 "Who saw you drinking tonight? Never mind. Get out!" she snarled. 

 "But Livvy..." he slurred. 

 "Eight years you've been sober! How could you do this to us? Go walk it off before 

Al Jr. sees you!" 

 "But it's snowing..." 

 "Out!" she hissed. She slammed her palm to his chest and pushed him. He teetered  

out the door. He almost fell into the bushes. She watched him concentrate on his steps as he 

tried not to slide on the icy walkway.  From the picture window, she could barely make him 

out through the snow, which sifted down heavier now.  "Serves him right."  She strutted 

through the house turning off lights to prepare for bed. When she flicked off the porch light, 

she also fastened the little chain across the front door. In bed, she lay diagonally across the 

-1- 



mattress, and used Al's pillow to prop up her feet. She was surprised when she woke up 

around 3: 30 and didn't hear Al snoring. She figured he would have let himself in through 

the back door by now. "Maybe he's trying to turn the tables and make me feel bad! Well, he 

can stay out all night if he wants," she mumbled, as she fell back into bed and pulled the 

covers past her chin. 

  Al Jr. heaved the garage door open before dawn, excited to meet some friends for a 

day of skiing. He secured the tire chains on his father's old Chevy before backing out of the 

garage. He stopped the car and hopped out to close the garage door, fascinated by the 

snowflakes dancing in the headlight beams. Back in the car, he cranked the heater to 'high' 

and revved the engine for a couple of minutes. He twisted the AM dial around a bit with no 

luck and slid the shifter into reverse.  

 The car inched backwards. Al Jr. heard the snow crunching under the chains. The 

back tires hit resistance at the end of the driveway. Al Jr. figured it was probably snow that 

had been banked by the city plow during the night, and he gunned it. When the front tires 

had trouble too, he alternated between accelerating a little and letting up on the gas, causing 

the car to rock back and forth. Still stuck, Al Jr. opened the door to have a look. Beneath his 

open door he saw a pair of black leather boots, stiff with ice, their toes pointing toward the 

sky. His eyes crinkled in confusion, but then grew wide with horror. His eyes followed the 

laces up to the gray trouser cuffs above them. "No-o-o!" he howled. He stepped out over the 

legs and ran around to the other side of the car. 

 Although the sun was still minutes away from peeking over the horizon, Al Jr. could 

see the snow darken beneath the right front tire. The spot spread, seeping towards him. He 

hopped back in disgust as the stain neared his boots.  
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His mother, hearing his scream, raced outside in her robe. She reached her son just as her 

eyes adjusted to the low light. She looked where he pointed and sucked in her breath. She 

dropped to her knees and peered under the car. She saw the unmoving form. She knew it 

was him. She cursed him under her breath for bringing this shame to the family. Still on her 

knees, she retched. 

 The police poked around all morning. She watched them from the front window as 

they walked around with their little tape measures and notepads. They all thought it was Al 

Jr.'s fault. An accident, but his fault. Olivia knew that she had to lift the guilt from his 

shoulders. She went to his room and told the sobbing form on the bed the story of what had 

happened with his father the night before. He lifted his head and stared at her with swollen 

eyes, his mouth tightening into a line. 

 "You killed Dad! It's your fault!" he choked out. 

 "No, he killed himself! I only regret that I played a part in making him famous." 

 He stared at his mother in disbelief. "You bitch! I'm leaving here and  I'm not 

coming back." Al Jr. spewed. He tried to get up, but Olivia grabbed his shirt. 

 "Wait! You can't go! Everyone will talk!" Al Jr. shook his head in disgust.  

 "Everyone will talk when I dance at your funeral, too!" he spat. He packed and was 

gone by late afternoon. 

 The town was thrilled with the scandal. They  interrogated the mortician's wife for 

most of the details and made up the rest. They still remembered when Al got fired from his 

job at the plant for drinking at work and driving the forklift home one night instead of his 

car. Olivia shuddered every time she saw them in town, whispering behind their cupped 

hands and pointing at her. 
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 Mrs. Wright visited the cemetery only once after Al's funeral. She trekked through 

the knee-deep snow in her black rubber boots to make sure that the granite engraver had 

spelled her name correctly on the joint headstone. Satisfied, she returned home and began 

the  wait for her life to hurry up and finish so the gossip would stop. She dreamed of a 

sensational death, like Al's, but knew that she didn't deserve it. As days turned into months 

and years, she figured life must be her punishment. 

 "I'm not going to be as lucky as that old prude, Mrs. Bealy, I can tell you that," Olivia 

barked at the cashier in the Stop-and-Shop. "Now she got a headline and an obituary." 

 The young cashier kept scanning, feeling neither the need to look at Mrs. Wright nor 

to respond.  Her metallic blue lipstick was the exact shade of her Stop-and -Shop nametag, 

which spelled out "angie" in lower case letters. Her hair was spiky and streaked with 

crimson, and that combined with the girl's blue lips and pale skin gave her a post-mortem 

look. 

 "They say she stepped out of her trailer with the trash bag in her hand last Tuesday 

evening and was surprised by a rabid fox," Olivia stated, her eyes opening wider. 

 "That'll be $24.01," Angie replied, smacking her gum and holding out her multi-

ringed hand. Angie shifted from one foot to the other, and glanced at the watch of the next 

person in line. She sighed loudly and rolled her eyes as Olivia dug through her massive 

handbag. Olivia looked up, oblivious to Angie's disgust, and went on with her story. 

 "Do you know she held onto that fox's neck even after she tumbled down the porch 

steps and lay there with a broken hip?" 

 "Yeah, I heard about that. Cash or check?" 
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"Cash. By the time they found her, both she and the fox were stiff and wormy!" 

Olivia announced to every person within a ten foot radius. She handed Angie a twenty and a 

five. 

 "You don't have a penny?" Angie asked, annoyed. 

 "Nope," Olivia said, pulling a taped-together Ziploc baggie out of her purse in 

anticipation of her change. 

 Back at home, Mrs. Wright put away her few groceries, most of which were cans of 

tuna, soup, and beans, and resumed her watch in the dining room. The worn arm chair was 

pulled directly in front of the picture window and was flanked by a TV tray heaped with 

crossword books, opened mail, and a magnifying glass on one side and a round, mahogany 

table for six  shrouded in dust on the other. She picked up the letter from Al Jr. again, 

determined not to accept his apology unless he said it in person. She wondered what he 

looked like after all these years. 

 Olivia backed up towards her chair and hovered a moment over the ripped seat as 

she reached between her knees and stuffed the foam back in. Once she was settled, she 

tugged at the shredded afghan draped over the back of the chair and tucked it around her 

legs. Mrs. Wright became excited at the sight of an ambulance speeding down her street; her 

heart skipping a beat when it screeched to a halt in front of the McCloud's, who lived just 

across from her and over two houses. The sirens weren't on, but the thrill wasn't lessened. 

 "Maybe it's his heart again," Olivia spoke out loud. "I knew all those early morning 

exercises he did in front of his television didn't look healthy." Seeing no activity across the 

street, she kicked off the afghan and hurried to the kitchen for the canister of crunchy-fried 

shoestring potatoes, and when she returned, two young paramedics in crisp blue uniforms  
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were wheeling out a sheet-covered form on a gurney. McCloud's grown daughter, Diane,  

followed behind them with her  hands covering her face. Mrs. Wright felt just a twinge of 

sadness for Diane, one of the few people in this town whom she felt really liked  her. One 

time Diane even invited her over for dinner. That was right after she moved back home a 

year ago to take care of her father. Sometimes when Diane felt too sad from witnessing her 

dad sinking deeper into invalidism, she used to drive over to the next town and volunteer at 

Mercy Hospital, in the nursery. She rocked those babies and her smile came right back.  She 

also loved reading to the residents of the Senior Center every Monday night, just like she 

used to do as a schoolgirl. Folks started calling her Lady Di because she spent so much time 

helping others.  

 Despite her fondness for Diane, Olivia's feelings quickly turned to jealousy. 

 "Damn! He's really dead! Now he'll get to ride in the ambulance and the hearse! 

Utterly unfair," she bemoaned as she stood up for a better view, munching the potatoes as 

the ambulance pulled away. She watched Diane climb into her little blue car to follow. 

 Olivia had just lowered herself back into the chair by the window and was licking the 

salt from her fingers when the dilapidated, black truck rounded the corner and into view.  

She could read 'Disabled American Vets' on the side  and knew it was those freeloaders 

again, here to pick up her neighbors' junk. Those Vets could be counted on to come 

scrounging at least once a month. Ducking behind the curtain, she didn't want to be seen 

and mistaken as a donor. When she peeked around the curtain to see if the coast was clear, 

the truck had just rumbled past her house. She watched the truck, and from the open back 

end of the overfilled junk-wagon, a box fell out. It tumbled along the asphalt in a zigzag for 

several feet before coming to a stop right in front of Mrs. Wright's house. Shifting her eyes 
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 up and down the shady street, Olivia saw that the truck was long gone, and that there wasn't 

a soul in sight. 

 Olivia rushed right out her front door, not even bothering to put on shoes and still 

clutching her canister of potatoes. She moved just as quickly as her seventy-two year old legs 

could handle. Instead of taking the little stone walkway to the street, she darted across the 

flower beds and pushed her way through the front hedges to save time.  

Reaching the box, she saw no labeling of any kind, only masking tape criss-crossing 

the ends.  Olivia bent to pick it up, being careful in case it was too heavy. It wasn't heavy at 

all. In fact it seemed to roll right into her arms. Mrs. Wright balanced the canister of snacks 

on top of the box and shuffled back into her house. 

 "Maybe it's one of them mail bombs," she muttered wishfully under her breath. 

"Naw, it ain't even mail," she reminded herself as she set the box on the foyer rug and pulled 

the tucked flaps open. Looking inside, she pulled out tissue paper and  grimaced. 

 "Shoes! I knew it wasn't my day," she sighed, disgusted. Even so, the colors of the 

shoes were so intriguing that Olivia momentarily forgot her disappointment. She started 

pulling the pairs from the box, each perfectly shined and brand new. First out was a pair of 

fuchsia pumps with three- inch heels, then some lounging slippers with low silver heels and 

fine black feathers arching across the top. The next ones Olivia grabbed were a pair of knee-

high suede boots the color of the Caribbean, with long zippers up the insides. They were so 

wonderful; Olivia couldn't imagine anyone parting with them. Her breath came in little pants 

as she stroked the velvety leather.   

 The only pair in the box that didn't captivate her was the pair of old brown army 

boots that lay sprawling on their sides at the very bottom. Without picking them up, she 
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pushed them over to one side of the box to make sure that they weren't hiding any other 

goodies beneath them. She felt wadded up newspaper and pulled it. All sorts of metal war 

trinkets clanked  from the paper to the bottom of the box. She gazed at the medals, dogtags, 

and shiny little pins shaped like stars. All junk. She stuffed the paper back in and slid the 

boots over to hold it down. She tipped one boot as she moved it, and two peculiar oval-

shaped ornaments rolled out. "Hmm-m. Would you look at that. All knobby and rusty. 

These are about the ugliest Christmas decorations I've ever seen." Olivia left them just as 

they were, and carried the box out to the garage top save the items for her next garage sale.  

She wanted it out of sight, so she stuffed the box behind her two thirty-gallon Rubbermaid 

cans, both of which were nearly filled to the brim with coins. With the box stowed away, the 

cans reminded Olivia that she hadn't added her change from the grocery store into them. 

She found her purse in the kitchen and returned to the garage with the Ziploc baggie. Slowly 

lifting the rubber lid, she shook in the coins. 

 "Yes siree, this is gonna buy me a fine funeral one day. I'm sure my stingy son would 

just as soon roast me, but when he finds out about my little savings plan here, he'll have to 

follow the instructions in my will. A grand burial with all the trimmings."Replacing the lid, 

she hurried back in to admire the collection of footwear lined up in the foyer, curious as she 

walked about how much money her decades of coin saving had become.  

 Olivia succumbed to the strong temptation, and  braced one orthopedic shoe against 

the other to push them off without even untying the double-knotted laces. She bent over 

and pulled off her thick white socks and guided a gnarled foot towards a fuscia pump. 

Despite a monstrous bunion and five thick, yellowed, untrimmed toenails, her arthritic foot 

slid in. Olivia held up her foot and stared in disbelief. A smile crept across her face. She 
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braced her hand on the wall for balance and put on the matching pump. The shoes felt 

wonderful on her feet, not the least bit pinched or binding.  

 Breathing fast, she let go of the wall and took her first steps. She clickety-clacked 

around her tiled foyer for a few minutes and stopped before the hanging mirror in the hall. 

Her new height raised her puff of blue-gray hair and her deeply creased forehead above the 

mirror, and seeing her face without them made her giggle. She winked at herself.  She 

strolled from room to room, pausing at every mirror. Olivia kept the vivid pumps on for the 

rest of the day. That evening, she dug through the bureau until she found her peach silk 

pajamas, and she wore them to bed for the first time in fifteen years. 

 Just as soon as the sunlight seeped in around her bedroom curtains, she sprang from 

bed and nearly skipped to the foyer. The fuscia heels were still beside her bed. She admired 

the others before forcing herself to go to the kitchen to make the coffee. 

  The blue boots, which appeared too tall to accommodate the stumpy calves of the 

elderly Mrs. Wright, were the ones Olivia was thinking of while she prepared to plug in the 

toaster. She tugged on the old oven mitt to protect her hand from the sparks that always 

snapped from the frayed wire when it was plugged in. She would not allow herself to think 

of what she'd do if the boots didn't fit. They would fit. They just had to fit; they were the 

ones she loved the most.  

 When at last the bread had toasted, Olivia used her mitted hand to pluck it from the 

slots. She set the plate down and rummaged through the fridge, searching for butter, 

knowing that she hadn't bought any in years. Instead, she found a little tin of Smucker's 

grape jelly in the pantry from some long ago restaurant and peeled it open. She spread it over 

the toast and brought her breakfast over to her easy chair in the dining room so that she 
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could gaze at the shoes as she ate. After Olivia had swallowed the last bite, she tiptoed to the 

foyer, her eyes fixed on the boots. She maneuvered her bare foot into one. The leather was 

cool and smooth. She started pulling the zipper closed. little beads of sweat dotted her brow. 

The zipper seemed to go on forever. When she had pulled that toggle to its final spot, the 

boot rested comfortably just below her knee. 

 "Ha! I knew it would fit!" she cried out as she hopped into the other one. She looked 

rather like an eccentric equestrian with her silk pajama pants billowing out over the tops of 

the boots. Olivia shimmied around the living room, and decided that she had to wear her 

new boots someplace other than home. "Wednesday...let's see. Aha! I'll go play some bingo!" 

 Whistling, she went to the bedroom to get dressed. After careful consideration, 

Olivia chose a yellow blouse with blue slacks that fit over the boots, so as not to invite the 

unwanted questions from the other bingo players at St. John's. 

  Olivia won not one, but two games in a row, and amazed the other parishioners 

with her smile and gracious words of thanks. The winning pots were $37.50 and $21.00 

respectively, which of course were payable in change, since they were the result of the 

seventy-five cent entrance fee. For some reason,  Father O'Leary apologized repeatedly for 

having to award her the heavy sack of change, despite the fact that Olivia assured him time 

and time again that it was quite alright. 

 Driving home, Mrs. Wright rolled down all the windows, three of which were 

allowing air in for the very first time. She hummed a little made up tune, since the Chevy's 

radio had broken long ago, and she didn't really know any songs all the way through. 

 At home that evening, Olivia reluctantly took off the boots, and treated herself to a 

little dancing around the living room in the dainty silver slippers with the feathery black 
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puffs. They, like the others, were every bit as comfy as going barefoot. Rifling through the 

pantry, she was disgusted to find that there wasn't a thing in there that she could make for 

dinner that didn't require the use of a can opener. 

 Grabbing her jacket, (not the one that looked like a gray, woolen bathrobe, but the 

belted black leather one that she had inherited from her dead sister and had never worn) 

Olivia headed out her door in the direction of Francine's Diner, a popular place with the 

locals that she had only driven by for the past eighteen years. Although it was almost eight 

blocks away, it never even crossed Olivia's mind to take the car. The silver slippers made 

light taps on the sidewalk, and Mrs. Wright thought of taking tap dancing lessons as she 

breathed deeply of the night air. 

 Up ahead, the diner glowed with golden light against the dusk. Olivia pulled open the 

glass door, caught a whiff of something delicious, and sashayed over to a red counter stool. 

She sat with her legs crossed and pointing towards the dining room, and she bounced her 

top leg. The slipper bobbed up and down. Olivia noticed the envious look she got from a 

woman in the closest booth. The waitress welcomed her and told her about the special. 

 After a fabulous meal of Chicken and Dumplings with fresh vegetables, Olivia 

caught the eye of a little blond boy standing near the juke box. She waved him over. He 

hesitated a minute but headed towards her. Mrs. Wright pressed a quarter to his palm and 

asked him to please play "Blue Suede Shoes" if it was in there. He grinned when she gave 

him a second quarter to make his own selection. When Elvis began to croon, Olivia tapped 

her toes to the beat. She was ready to leave when she noticed the waitress in the corner, 

shoes off, rubbing her feet. Olivia fished a five from her purse and slid it under the chipped 

plate. She hoped it would help the waitress to buy some comfortable shoes. 
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 She scooted off the stool and started for home. All the stars were out now, and she 

marveled at their light. She glanced at her shoes and smiled, and walked like a woman half 

her age. Tomorrow, she thought, would be the perfect day to call her son. Maybe they could 

make up for lost time. She already decided that if he invited her over, she'd wear the blue 

suede boots. Her thoughts shifted to the nearly full Rubbermaid cans in the garage. That 

money really should be put to better use, she admitted. Maybe something fun, like a big 

party. Something that all her neighbors could enjoy. 

 It was unlike Olivia to be so deep in thought that she didn't notice a fire truck 

screaming past her.  It was only when the second one roared by, sirens and flashing lights 

piercing the night, that she looked up. A few blocks ahead, she saw the rising orange glow. 

Her pace quickened. Her usual thrill was replaced by nagging worry. A neighbor could be in 

trouble, and for the first time in her life, she wanted to help. She ran, and the little slippers 

stayed right with her. 

 Rounding the last block, she was slowed by a wall of people. It seemed as if everyone 

was outside to see the fire. Horror washed over Olivia. It was her own house engulfed in 

flames. "The toaster!" she wailed. Running again, she dodged everyone until she stood 

directly in front of her burning house. Her mind  churned as she kicked off the silver 

slippers and dashed past two firefighters aiming a powerful stream of water right through 

her dining room window. She ran through the front door, hacked open with axes. 

 Only Diane McCloud pushed through the gawking crowd and ran towards the 

burning building after her. "No! Mrs. Wright!" she screamed, running across the street and 

towards Olivia's driveway. Other neighbors, who were content to watch Mrs. Wright brave 

the flames, were now driven to action at the sight of their beloved Diane throwing caution 
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to the  wind in Olivia's behalf. The fire chief, standing near the truck and feeding the hose to 

the other firefighters, was momentarily paralyzed with confusion as the hysterical Diane ran 

towards the burning house shrieking "Liv! Liv!" and an equally hysterical neighborhood mob 

stumbled over each other from across the other side of the lawn waving their arms in protest 

and shouting "Di! Di!". 

 As soon as the fire chief regained his senses, he lunged toward Diane, pulling her 

back by her shirt. Just as Diane turned to protest, two simultaneous explosions deafened the 

crowd, throwing a ball of flame skyward and causing the smoke to thicken. Both men 

manning the hose, Diane, the Fire Chief, and several neighbors were flung several feet by the 

blast. 

 "Damn, Chief! The last time I heard a blast like that I was crawling on my belly in 

Vietnam!" the firefighter yelled from the street where he landed. "I think I broke some ribs!"  

 Still stunned from the explosion, the large congregation of people was amazed to 

find that the sky was suddenly raining money. Quarters, dimes, nickels and pennies dropped 

like hail, breaking car windows and bouncing off dozens of metal hoods, trunks, and roofs, 

sounding very much like someone had just hit three lucky sevens. Once it was safe to 

remove their hands from their heads, the people dropped down on all fours and scurried 

around gathering coins. They had no idea where the money came from. 

 Diane stood crying on Mrs. Wright's lawn. A firefighter approached her and said, "I 

tried to stop her, but she was just too fast. I've seen people do that before. They just can't 

bear to lose their pets." 

 Confused, Diane turned to look at him. "But she didn't have any pets." 

 The firefighter's brow wrinkled, leaving white lines in his smoke-stained forehead. 
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 "Why did you think she did?" Diane asked. 

 "Well I just assumed  . . ." he trailed off, "because when she ran past me, I could 

have sworn she was screaming 'Boots! Boots!'," he sighed. "I thought for sure she was going 

in after her cat." 

 Diane stood still for a moment before hanging her head in bewilderment. Something 

in the shrubs caught her eye, and she went over to look. She bent down and picked up a pair 

of fancy slippers. "Where did these come from?" she wondered out loud. 

 The firefighter just shrugged and headed back to fight the blaze, which was dying 

down. Diane stood looking at the smoldering house, shaking her head. She remained close 

enough so that her tears dried before they reached mid-cheek. After several minutes, she 

turned and started towards home with the mysterious shoes tucked under her arm, feeling 

sickened at the sight of  all her neighbors, still on their hands and knees picking up change at 

a furious pace. Little pieces of ash drifted everywhere, and Diane made every effort not to 

step on any of it. 

 Walking away from the fire, Diane shivered in the night air. The beams from the 

buzzing streetlights reflected off the thousands of coins scattered over darkened yards and 

driveways. They shone like stars, as if the heavens had crashed down to Earth. Diane let 

herself into her dark and empty house and drew the heavy curtains against their light.  
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