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    These Boots Were Made for Murder


    
      
    


    Mal was a tough chick. Told me so herself the first time we met. I remember thinking that anyone who used the word “chick” had to be older than dirt, and maybe Mallory Jenkins was. My mom’s age, I guess, but stronger and tight all over with clingy clothes and sassy red leather boots. In the right light she was still pretty, with the kind of body that made the men in town stop and give her a second look.


    She came pounding at the front door last night, less than a minute after Brody took off.


    When I answered, she didn’t even say, “Hey, Carrie, what’s up?” or anything. First words out of her mouth: “What was he doing here?”


    A thick evening wind whipped at Mal’s red-brown hair making it twist up around the back of her head like a dark flame. Her cheeks were flushed. She was still kind of new to our little town, and the residents of Carnich, Texas hadn’t exactly warmed up to her.


    “Why is Brody coming to visit when your ma’s not home?”


    I shrugged. At eighteen years old, shrugging meant “yeah” and “no” and “what’s it to you?” all in one easy move.


    She pulled open the flimsy screen door and reached for my face. Grabbing my cheeks and chin with one hand, she turned me side to side, then stared hard until my face grew hot under her glare. “He’s having his way with you, isn’t he?” Her hand dropped in disgust. “The pig.”


    I still hadn’t said a word.


    “I’ve seen him sniffing around you ever since I moved here. It’s wrong for a slimy middle-aged cop to be sullying someone so sweet and innocent.”


    “I wasn’t supposed to tell anybody.”


    “How long has this been going on?”


    I shrugged.


    “Pig,” she said again, getting a faraway look in her eyes. “Wonder what his wife’ll have to say about it?”


    “Don’t tell her. She’ll think it’s my fault.”


    Mal looked at me again. “What do you have to say about it?”


    I shifted my weight. “What do you mean?”


    “How did this all start?” Her eyes narrowed. “Do you like it when Brody comes over?”


    “He started checking on me when my mom took off this time. Said it was his civic duty to make sure I stayed safe.”


    Mal’s boot tapped an angry rhythm on the scarred wood floor. “You tell him to leave you alone?”


    This time when I shrugged, she shook me.


    “Did you?”


    “I don’t remember. Maybe I did. Could we just stop talking about it?”


    She studied me. “When will your ma be back?”


    I didn’t know. I never knew. “Soon.”


    “You come next door and stay at my house. Brody won’t need to check on you there.”


    I felt my eyes go wide. “He won’t like that.”


    “Will you?” She brought her face closer to mine. “I’m asking you straight up. Tell me and don’t lie. You like what’s going on here? Or do you just go along because you’re scared to tell him no?”


    I dropped my gaze to the floor. My bare toes came together, making it look like my feet were trying to shake hands.


    “Carrie,” Mal said. I flinched but didn’t look up. “When he shows up here are you happy about it? Or you wish he’d drop in a deep hole and never be seen again?”


    My voice felt small and far off. “I wish he’d go away.”


    “Thought so. You’re staying with me from now on. I’ll square it with your ma.” Under her breath, she said, “Whenever she gets back, that is.” She made a shooing motion with both hands. “Go collect some of your stuff, now. Go on.”


    
      
    


    I was nearing the end of my shift cashiering at the grocery when Brody came in. Wearing his beige uniform shirt tight and his pants way too low, he sauntered like he always did, thumbs jammed into his holster belt. He nodded hello to people wheeling their food and kids out the front doors. He pretended not to be looking for me.


    I slid a couple of green peppers onto the scale, and tapped in their code. Mrs. Bautista watched me like a hawk, hoping I’d make a mistake. I pulled a wrapped pork roast past the scanner. “I want that in its own plastic bag,” she said. “Don’t be letting the meat touch my other groceries.”


    “Yes ma’am.” Like I didn’t do that for everyone.


    Brody was still making off like he just happened by. “Hey, Carrie,” he said, all nonchalant, “I forgot you’re working here now. How’s it going?” To Mrs. Bautista, he tipped his hat. “Afternoon, ma’am.”


    Mrs. Bautista, older than my mom by at least twenty years, fatter by at least forty pounds, went all giggly and soft. She stopped watching my every move to bat her lashes at Brody. “Nice to see you, Sheriff. Keeping our town safe?”


    “It’s my solemn duty,” he said.


    I rolled my eyes and turned to weigh a bag of grapes, pressing my thumb down on the scale, hard. It probably wouldn’t cost the old lady more than a buck, but it sure felt good to screw someone else for a change.


    There was no one else in line after Mrs. Bautista. I finished bagging her food while she flirted with Brody one last time.


    “Bye-bye, Sheriff,” she said, like she was thirteen.


    The minute she was gone, Brody rested an elbow on the check-pay stand and leaned forward, talking soft. “Where were you last night?” He worked to make his brows come together like he was worried, but the spark in his eyes was pure anger.


    I sprayed Windex on the conveyor belt and ran a paper towel along it as it hummed, giving me something to do, something to look at besides those mean eyes.


    My hand shook so I sprayed again. “I’m staying with Mal.”


    He didn’t say a word.


    “For a while,” I added, cleaning furiously. The conveyor belt went completely around once. I kept scrubbing. “Until my mom gets back.”


    Brody had brought the warm in with him from outside. Sweat and his particular b.o. poured off of him in waves. “How’m I going to be able to take care of you while you’re staying there?” When he was silent too long, I looked up. “I take good care of you while your mom’s away, don’t I?”


    I stared down at the paper towel in my fist. My heart was racing, faster than it ever had. I’d never stood up to him before and my legs started to tremble. Mouth dry, I said the first thing that came to mind. “Mal made dinner last night. Chicken and rice.”


    He leaned closer, making his voice rumble. I knew he thought that made him sound sexy, but came across stupid and whiny. “Don’t you miss me? You like it when I stay with you. Admit it.”


    I started to shake my head.


    “Sheriff!” Dave, the manager, called to Brody from two aisles over. He wanted to talk about the vandals who’d been knocking over the Dumpsters out back recently. Relief made my knees go weak.


    I shut off the light above my line. “Taking my break now,” I said to no one in particular.


    “Hold up a minute, Carrie,” Brody said, a bit too loud. As my manager joined us, Brody leaned on the check-writing stand again, as casual as anything. “What do you think, Dave? About that new woman who moved in. Mallory Jenkins?”


    Dave’s mouth turned down. “Can’t say I have any opinion. Why? Did she do something we should know about?”


    “Nah,” Brody said, waving a thick hand as though it was of no concern. “You’ve seen her, though. Struts around town like she’s got something to sell.” He lowered his chin and sent Dave a meaningful stare. “You know what I’m talking about.”


    Dave laughed. Uncomfortably, it seemed to me.


    Brody leaned across the conveyor to pat my arm. “I worry about her influence on little Carrie here.” With that, he winked at me. “Don’t want to see our young people going down a dark path.”


    Dave frowned. “Mallory is eccentric¾“


    “Good word, there. Eccentric. She’s surely that. Makes me think it wouldn’t hurt to do a little background check. You know, just to be safe.”


    Safe. He threw that word around a lot.


    “I gotta go,” I said, and ducked away.


    
      
    


    After I got off work, I stopped back at home just long enough to make sure Mom hadn’t got back yet. I picked up more clothes and stuff to bring over to Mal’s. My room there was small, but she’d given me a dresser and my own set of towels. I felt warm and safe in the twin bed that she’d made up with pink sheets.


    That night, I told Mal about Brody’s visit while I was cashiering. I warned her that Brody was mad and told her how he said he was going to look into her background. That bothered her, I could tell. She called him a dirty name under her breath, then said, “I thought I was done with that,” so soft I almost couldn’t hear.


    “Done with what?” I asked.


    “You just be careful,” she said. “Don’t answer the door for anybody. Not until I get home every night. You understand?”


    Home, she said. Like this was my home, too. I hoped Mom would stay away for a long time.


    
      
    


    “You got a teenager’s appetite, that’s for sure,” Mal said with a laugh the next night. “What did you take for lunch today?”


    I lifted a shoulder. “Peanut butter sandwich.”


    “Your ma taught you to cook for yourself, didn’t she?”


    I would have laughed but it really wasn’t funny. “My mom doesn’t know how. She never makes anything except sandwiches, or whatever frozen packet you can heat in the microwave.”


    Mal got that sad look in her eyes again. My insides squirmed, knowing she felt sorry for me. “Maybe I should teach you to cook so that you wouldn’t have to wait so late for me to get home every night.”


    The way she said it made it sound like I’d be staying here forever. “I wouldn’t mind learning. Then maybe you could have dinner right away when you get home, too.”


    She smiled, making the faint lines in her face crinkle up. Mal had the look that said she’d lived a lot of her life outside. “I learned to make do with whatever schedule I have at the moment,” she said, “but teaching you how to cook will be fun. We’ll go shopping together this weekend.”


    “I get a discount at the grocery,” I said.


    “Even better.”


    
      
    


    On Saturday, as promised, Mal took me shopping, teaching me how to pick out fresh fruits and vegetables, and then when we got home, how to prepare them. Before long, there was steam, and smells that made my stomach growl.


    She asked me about future plans and I told her I thought I might make manager at the grocery someday. She asked me about boys. “How many boyfriends have you had?” She fixed me with one of her tough looks. “I mean guys you slept with.”


    “Just one. And then Brody.” It should have felt weird to be telling her stuff like that, but it was okay. Like we were girlfriends. “Guys around here don’t ask me out. Not since…”


    “Not since he scared them off, huh?” She shoved a little garlic clove into a press and squeezed so that bits came flying out. She showed me how to sauté them. “You should be going out with boys your age.” Handing me the press and a fresh clove of garlic, she pointed to the frying pan simmering on the stove top. “Your turn.”


    I squeezed, but the gadget didn’t budge. “How did you get so strong?” The metal legs of the press were harder to pull together than I thought. I needed to use both hands.


    “Practice. You’ll get it.”


    She waited and watched without rushing. When garlic shreds finally hit the sizzling oil, it made me jump. I used a wooden spoon to push the bits around. “You’re not afraid of anything, are you?” I asked.


    When she smiled, she looked sad. “I used to be scared all the time. Didn’t care for that much.” She handed me another clove, then went on, “I know you don’t like being scared either. So here’s my advice. Don’t be.”


    More shreds of garlic landed in the fragrant pan. The kitchen smelled like the best meal I’d ever eaten, and I hadn’t even tasted it yet. I shook my head. “That’s a whole lot easier to say than it is to do.”


    “I know.” She nudged me with her elbow. I looked up. “You gotta stop being afraid. You just need a little kick in the pants.”


    “From you?”


    “Yeah, from me.”


    We were bantering. Like girlfriends do in movies and on TV.


    She lifted one foot in the air. “You see these boots? You think I wear them all the time because I can’t afford new shoes?” She waited, but knew she didn’t expect me to answer. “Uh-uh. These boots saved my life.”


    “How’d they do that?”


    Pulling up two chicken breasts that had been waiting nearby, she laid them side by side in the pan. “Another day,” she said. “One lesson at a time.”


    
      
    


    Brody jogged to catch up with me. “Where you going so fast?”


    I’d seen him hanging across the street like he’d been waiting for me to get off work. It was like one of those stalker movies, except without the scary warning music. “Don’t you have some crimes to investigate or something?” I asked.


    He grabbed my arm, stopping me in my tracks. Nobody paid any attention. A cop stopping a kid on the street wasn’t exactly news. “Sassing me back now, are you?” he asked. “Didn’t your mother teach you to respect authority?”


    My mother hadn’t even taught me to respect myself. But I knew Mal thought I had it in me to stand up to him. I looked him straight in the eye, and even though my voice jiggled, I said, “You don’t have no say over me.”


    His eyes went hard, his grip tightened. “You watch yourself, little girl. This Mallory Jenkins is trouble. You’d be smart to steer clear.”


    I tried wrenching my arm away, but he held on.


    Bringing his puffy lips close, he whispered. “She killed a man. In cold blood.”


    I stiffened.


    “Didn’t tell you, did she? Got off on a technicality.”


    The eager glint in his eye made me believe he wasn’t lying. “How…?”


    “Cops have friends everywhere. Don’t you forget that.” His words flew out fast and hot against my ear. “I’m going to keep a close eye on her. Don’t want anything bad to happen to my little Carrie, do I?”


    With that, he let go, propelling me forward. I stumbled.


    “You have yourself a good evening,” he said, nice and loud.


    
      
    


    When Mal walked in that night, she’d barely said two words when I blurted, “Brody says you murdered somebody but you got off on a technicality.”


    Mal dropped her bag on the closest kitchen chair. She worked on the highway, repairing roads, and she always came home sweaty and worn. I should have let her take her shower first, but I couldn’t stop my mouth from running off on me.


    For the first time since I’d met her, Mal looked her age. She studied me for a minute, shut off the stove burners and pointed to the nearest empty chair. “Sit,” she said.


    I sat.


    She pushed her bag off the other chair dragging it forward and sitting so we were almost knee to knee. It looked like she was fighting a war inside herself. “I’m going to tell you the truth.” Her eyes were wide, focused, bright. “But it’s up to you to decide what you believe.”


    My heart was shooting fireworks in my chest. I almost couldn’t breathe. “What happened?”


    Her jaw was tight, her eyelids low. I wished I’d kept my mouth shut. “My ex was a lot like our Sheriff Brody.”


    I didn’t say a word. Didn’t move.


    “Randy wasn’t a cop, mind you, but he was mean and strong. Worse, he was afraid.”


    “Of you?”


    She laughed. “I wish. No. He was afraid of somebody screwing him. Or making him feel stupid. A small man in a big body. I didn’t see it before I married him.” She shook her head. “What can I tell you? I was young and stupid. It took me a couple of years…” She stared at me. “…Years of bruises and broken bones and telling the cops that everything was just fine and to go away, before I knew I had to get out before Randy took me out. Permanently.”


    “I can’t believe anybody would mess with you.”


    She held up a finger. “That was before I learned how to be strong. I used to be scared.”


    I made a face.


    “I was. Scared for my life. I wasn’t strong at all. I should have faced him but I ran.”


    “Where did you go?”


    She shrugged. “Away. Fast as I could. But I knew he had ways of finding me. Knew it was just a matter of time.”


    I shook my head, not understanding.


    “Found a job working for a crusty old broad who owned an auto repair shop.” Mal shook her head, remembering. “Dawn saw I was in trouble and took me in. Taught me a lot.”


    Mal didn’t say it, but I couldn’t help thinking it was just like she’d done for me. “Yeah?” I prompted.


    “Dawn bought me these boots, out of her own money. Told me that when Randy came for me, like we both knew he would, I needed to be ready. Needed to remember I was strong.” She ran a hand lovingly down the side of one of her red boots. “Made me believe that as long as I was wearing these, nobody could touch me.”


    Mesmerized, I waited for what she’d say next.


    “He showed up at my apartment one night. I let him in because I knew we had to end this once and for all. He sat on the couch and told me I had to go back with him. Calm as anything, he sat there talking, thinking I was gonna drop my head and follow him out. But I had these boots on. I said ‘no.’ He gets this look in his eye, then. He could tell something changed.” She hit her fist against her chest. “Changed inside me.”


    “What did he do?”


    “Grabbed me by the throat,” she said, her hands coming up to rest against her neck as though reliving it. “Lifted me onto my toes and told me I was either coming back with him or I was going to die. Told me it was my choice. ‘What’ll it be?’ he asked. I could barely get the words out, but I played along like I was meek and scared again. He put me down. I walked over to the sink like I was going to be sick and he laughed. Laughed so hard he didn’t see me pick up the knife. I turned around and pointed it at him. For a couple of seconds I thought maybe I could just scare him off, but I took another look at that face and I knew there was only one way to get rid of him for good.” She shrugged. “He came at me. I stabbed him. Fourteen times.”


    “Oh,” I said.


    “If that makes me a murderer, so be it.” She glanced down at her boots and wiped the top of one with her hand. “Blood got everywhere. All over these. I got arrested, but they let me go. He had tracked me down, and I had bruises on my neck from where he’d grabbed me.” She gave me a look. “There’s your technicality.”


    “Then Brody can’t come after you,” I said. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”


    “Men like Brody and Randy don’t care what’s right. That’s why I never take chances anymore. I got myself a gun…” She led me to her room where she opened the top drawer of her nightstand. A silver revolver winked in the light from the lamp above. She shut the drawer and grinned. “The thing is,” she went on, “you never know exactly when idiots will come for you. I don’t take chances anymore.” Wiggling her fingers to have me follow, she made for the kitchen. “Right here.” She reached up into the cabinet above the microwave, feeling around until her hand rested on what looked like a rolled dishtowel. She pulled the bundle down, unrolled it in front of me and said, “I keep the semi-automatic up here. Hope I never need to use either one.”


    Terrified and a little bit thrilled, I reached out a finger, running it along the side of the black metal weapon. Mal pressed a release button and the magazine dropped out. She emptied the chamber and handed the gun to me. “See how it feels.”


    I raised it, two-handed and pointed it out the back window, closing one eye as I aimed at a fat tree.


    “You ever shoot?” she asked.


    “Couple of times. With my dad. He taught me some.”


    “You got a gun in the house?”


    “My mom used it to chase my dad off, then sold it when she figured he was gone for good. Needed the money, I guess.”


    She eased the weapon out of my hands, snapped the magazine back into place, and chambered a round with clacking metallic ease. She gestured toward the bedroom with her chin. “That one’s registered. This one’s not.” With a shrug she returned it to its hiding space. “I keep it hidden, just in case.”


    
      
    


    Halfway up the steps to Mal’s house with my key ready and a bag of groceries in my hand, I heard the shrill voice calling to me from across the front yard.


    “Where you think you’re going?” my mother shouted. “You forget where your own house is, girl?”


    I felt sudden pain. From nowhere, from everywhere. It got dark in my eyes—the kind of tunnel-dark that lets you see only one thing, but see it so clearly it hurts. I was seeing my mom like that right now. Dishwater blonde hair straggled down to her skinny shoulders. She was wearing the same dress she’d been in when she’d left, and from its ragged, dirty look I wondered if she’d changed out of it, even once.


    In a rush of anger that shocked me so hard I had to suck in a breath, I wished she’d go back where she’d come from. Disappear and never come back.


    “Get over here.” Her words were a fist, slamming straight into my chest. “You hear me? You look like you seen a ghost.”


    I hadn’t moved, but my fingers tightened around the grocery bag.


    “Carrie Ann, you get your skinny backside over to this house right now. What is wrong with you?”


    It was like watching myself in a movie. I crossed the yards to my house, stopping when I got close to my mother and could smell the stink on her. This had been a bad trip.


    “Come here,” she said, still snapping at me. I took a step closer and she reached up and ran a hand along my cheek, eyeing me critically. “That’s better. I missed my girl. What have you been up to?”


    I stared down at the bag of groceries. “I was going to make dinner,” I said, “for Mal and me.”


    “Make dinner?” she said, as though she’d never heard of such a thing. “How about you make your fancy dinner for me instead? A nice welcome home for your poor traveling mom.”


    I hefted the bag. “But Mal paid for all this.”


    “What’s going on here?” Her eyes narrowed. “I been gone, trying to make us some money and I come home to find my house empty and my kid living with a stranger?”


    “Mal’s not a stranger.”


    She slapped my face. “Don’t talk back to me.”


    I blinked back the sting behind my eyes. Stared at my shoes. “Wasn’t talking back. Just saying.”


    “Don’t you lie to me. I left you here with a job to do. And what happens? You take off, leaving the house empty.”


    “Nothing went wrong,” I said, inching backward in case she thought that was more backtalk. “I checked the house. Couple times a week.”


    “Your job,” she said through gritted teeth, “was to stay in the house. That too hard for you to understand?”


    “No ma’am.”


    She pushed my shoulder. “Get inside.”


    As I crossed the threshold, I smelled how different it was in here. Mal’s place was always cool and smelled like fresh linen. My house was stale, hot. Made me think of wet boards left to warp in the sun. As I got into the kitchen I detected a faint sweetness. Mom was drinking again, too. The bottle on the counter and the half-empty glass next to it confirmed it.


    I cleaned a space on the kitchen table and started digging out the groceries, placing them next to her piles of trash. “You win anything this time?” I asked.


    She lit a cigarette. “Of course I won.”


    I knew the answer, but I asked anyway. “How much did you bring home?”


    She came around the side of the table, studying the groceries, not looking at me. One hand bracing the elbow of the other, cigarette tight between two fingers, she said, “You know it ain’t like that. You have to put it back if you expect to win big.”


    “And did you?” I asked. “Win big?” My words came out sharp like little knives. I was desperate to cut into that “so what?” attitude of hers
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