Cinderella Shoots the Moon excerpt

Chapter 1

Tara: Way, Way Out
You have to understand – we didn’t set out to be Cinderella Girls. That’s what my friend Abbie and I called ourselves. We wanted magic slippers to walk our way out of hell.

My family – my dad, George; my mom, Peg; my little brothers Zach and Bobby; and me, Tara Harris – moved to Jefford, New York two years ago. An old farm town, Jefford is a lot like the Wild West shows on TV with cows, guns and saloons.

Abbie has lived here her whole life.

My life among the cinders started on the cold April morning when my father almost died. He survived, but everything, as I knew it, was over.

We started out in the little town of Hickory Heights, a neighborhood that grew up around a railroad stop. Everyone just called it “the Heights.” Like an old friend, that town earned a nickname.

We were a tight-knit group, like most small towns in the 1960s. Dads worked while moms kept house. Kids watched movies on the Common on Friday nights, went to Camp Fire Girls and Cub Scouts, school dances and sleepovers. We slept outdoors in tents in our big backyards.

My father was a quiet man who came home in time for dinner. And Mom – well, I’m not exaggerating when I say my mother reigned as Queen of the Heights.

Everyone adored Peg Harris.

She wrote about the comings and goings of our neighbors as a social reporter for the local newspaper. A green thumb gardener and blue-ribbon cook, she shared her goods with grateful friends. Best of all, she granted their wishes and hopes as top saleswoman for the Common Club catalog, where lonely housewives could have their every heart’s desire.

Peg Harris didn’t use the hard sell for making sales or friends. Everyone loved starring in her newspaper stories. They gobbled up her tomato harvests and apple pies. They ordered everything from dresses to pancake griddles through her catalog. After all, you could pay off the tab at only $10 a week.

Peg’s coffee and doughnuts were thrown in as a bonus. Her friendships grew and flowered just like her gardens. Thanks to her catalog sales credits, my brothers and I were awash in cute clothes and cool toys. At 13, I had every fashionable dress and sparkly shoe known to the Common Club. 

At bedtime, my mother always said, “It’s time to climb those golden stairs.”

“What’s that mean, Mom?” we’d often ask.

“It means lay down your troubles at the end of the day,” she always said. “Find peace at the end of your struggle.”

If my mother struggled, I didn’t see it. But that was before everything went wrong.

I remember my dad breathing under an oxygen tent while his doctor lectured him.

“George, you can’t handle the stress of your job anymore. Find something easier on your heart.”

So Dad chose the only other job he’d known: farming. He’d grown up in Jefford and, staring death in the face, he flew like a swallow home to its nest.

My parents bought an abandoned dairy farm on 300 acres, just down the road from my Harris grandparents and my bachelor uncle, Vince.

The ramshackle farmhouse was festooned with layers of crumbling wallpaper and sweeping cobwebs. Empty bottles of whiskey and full bottles of holy water vied for space in the attic rafters.

“We’ll call it Happy Acres, Tara,” Dad said when I cried. “You’ll get used to it.”

“Besides, we’ll be near family now,” Mom said. “The Harrises can’t wait to see more of you.”

Mom had been distant from her own folks for a long time. Our Uncle Vince and Dad didn’t have much in common other than a childhood on the family farm. Grandma and Grandpa were wonderfully sweet, but they spent the long Jefford winters in Florida.

It felt like we were headed for an outpost on the moon.

“I can’t leave my best friends in the world, and neither can you!” I shouted.

Our real family was our Heights friends, I argued. They had been there for us, rallying around with casseroles and care when Dad got sick.

In the Heights, we had the run of every backyard and byway. I loved my friends Lindy, Cindy and Cathy, my best buddies for life. How could I leave them?

But there was no choice.

Mom coped with her loss by naming our new herd of cows after her friends.

After two years in Jefford, we knew Ruta the cow better than her namesake woman. Like all our friends from the Heights, who had long been a fixture at our kitchen table, Ruta had disappeared. Now we hooked up a milking machine to the only Ruta still a part of our lives. 

Chapter 2

Tara: Not the Right Socks

At the Jefford School, I found an immediate enemy in Tiffany Defendorf. She ruled the school along with her creepy brother, Tim. A gang of meanies copied their every move.

From the first day, I learned newcomers were not welcome in Jefford. I soon realized I’d always be an outsider. 

“Look at her,” Tiffany would sneer. “She’s wearing those ugly socks again.”

None of my clothes, not even my socks, were acceptable in Jefford. Like me, my socks were different.

My drawers were filled with knee socks. Jefford girls wore ankle socks.

While Tiffany and her friends mocked me and my socks, Tim and his buddies mercilessly pounded my brothers at morning bus, recess and afternoon bus. It was the combat zone known as the Jefford School.

Tiffany and Tim could do no wrong in the eyes of the so-called law, which happened to be their aunt, Principal Myrtle Defendorf.

One day Mrs. Defendorf called my mother to try to help, as she put it.

“Tara is bringing trouble on herself by wearing so many pretty dresses,” she said.

My mother just shrugged. There was nothing she could do about it. Our money had run out. We wore what we had until we outgrew it. My dresses still fit, but my shoes always pinched.

My too fancy wardrobe owed its existence to the Common Club catalog days. My dresses were now a fashion mistake among girls in Peter Pan blouses and gathered skirts.

We had no money to buy new clothes, cute or ugly. It wouldn’t have made any difference. I couldn’t break through the tight circle of Jefford. My classmates were simply defending their kingdom. I’d left my own princess status behind in Hickory Heights.

As awful as school was, my brothers and I became more afraid of going home.

Since we’d moved, a change had come over our parents. Mom and Dad had gone from top of the heap to bottom of the barrel – one that overflowed with beer.

On one of my favorite TV shows, “Lost in Space,” a family became marooned on a distant planet, a lonely place that teemed with hostile life forms. Like the science fiction Robinson family, the Harrises struggled to survive the unknown, week in and week out. 

Jefford winters didn’t help. Our “lake effect snow” typically amounted to 300 inches each year. Farming life required hard work to scrape a scant living. Every day revolved around chores. Milking cows. Shoveling manure. Feeding cows. Watering cows. Chopping wood. Feeding wood stoves. Cooking. Cleaning.

Day after day after day.

Soon piles of cow manure bred thousands of flies that in the summer buzzed our every move.

Summer also meant haying. Building fences. Mending fences. Cutting wood.

Two stoves were the only source of heat for the farmhouse. In the second floor bedrooms, we stood over open registers on cold winter mornings, praying for rising warmth. Meanwhile snow blew through cracks in the old window frames.

Looking out on a horizon without a house in sight, we were rulers of nothing but grass and trees. We were refugees. We couldn’t afford a telephone, so we couldn’t even talk to old friends.

Besides, like I said, those friends had disappeared from view, too. The drinking and fighting hadn’t helped. People ran terrified back to their peaceful, predictable Heights.

The mood grew bitter in Happy Acres.

My parents took outside jobs to keep food on the table and pay for tractor repairs, vet bills and the cost of bringing a century-old barn up to modern standards.

Mom became a bartender at the Jefford Hotel, with its overflowing barroom and dance hall. Dad took an overnight shift at a factory an hour away.

They had no longer had time for us kids or our problems.

Despite it all, I had found one true miracle in Jefford: a loyal friend.

“Hey, you’re Tara, right?” asked a dark-haired girl one afternoon on the school bus. She was a year behind me at the Jefford School.

I nodded, noticing her eyes drilling like a laser beam at my lunch box.

“I’m Abbie,” she said. “What’s rattling around in there?”

I opened the lunchbox, revealing a blotchy apple. “Just a sick-looking fruit.”

“Yeah, I can see that. Can I have it?”

I handed it over. 

Plunking herself on the seat next to me, Abbie finished off the apple in no time.

“Gee, thanks,” she said, then added the line that endeared her to me forever:

“Hey, what about that jackass Tiffany?”

That’s how I met my new best friend, Abbie Sullivan. And the Cinderella Girls were born.

I learned important lessons from Abbie. Like, when a friend has your back, you’ll do almost anything for her.

x-x-x

Most nights, my brothers sat in front of the TV while I washed the dishes and Mom and Dad slipped on their coats. My parents were always ready to hit the bars. For a town of only 400 people, Jefford boasted five “watering holes.”

“You can try us at the hotel if anything goes wrong,” Mom said.

She often served up beer and whiskey at the hotel. Other nights, Peg and George Harris could be found on the other side of the bar.

My brothers and I were asleep when Mom and Dad would burst through the door. We’d jump from our beds hearing Mom growl, “You lazy ass” or “You worthless son of a bitch.”

Dad’s sarcastic laugh never failed to make her madder. 

The pop of bottle tops continued the war of words my parents would forget – or deny remembering – the next day.

“Bobby isn’t even mine.”

 “You’re not a real man.”

“Ah, you’re just a whore, like your mother.”

The insults ended when the punches began.

When Mom shrieked for help, the boys and I ran between our parents, who circled the kitchen, trading jabs. We followed the merry-go-round, pulling against the pushing.

Brandishing a poker, Mom leaned forward like Zorro with his sword. Dad waited till she was off balance to take a swing.

Screaming, my brothers and I yanked them apart. Soon they retreated to separate corners of the living room and passed out. The boys and I went back upstairs. After all, we had barn chores and school in the morning.

After one fight, my mother finally installed a phone, vowing to call Uncle Vince the next time Dad took a swing at her.

My parents sucked down beer like a baby with its pacifier. But after the empty comfort, they exploded like a bomb.

Now even Dad’s family stayed away. We kids were left in a tornado of snarling people and bawling cows.

As the school bus rumbled over bumpy roads after those drunken nights, Abbie and I kept our minds off our troubles. We had an addiction of our own.

We loved scaring ourselves. 

We would watch any horror movie on TV over the weekend, and then relive those monster and ghost stories every Monday morning. We shivered over the family living in a farmhouse with evil spirits, or the hook left on a car door handle in Lovers’ Lane, or the woman who turned into a panther and ate her own children.

We had to imagine fiends worse than the terrors we knew at home and at school.

Abbie always eyed my lunchbox. As the potholes tossed us around, she focused on the bounce of leftover food.

“Got anything you don’t want?” she’d ask.

Food was scarce at the Sullivan house. No one dared to eat anything without permission. Each morning, the kids got a cup of cornflakes with a splash of reconstituted milk.

For lunch, they got a ladle of watery canned tomato rice soup in those bowls with a slice of bread and butter.

Dinner was sparse and there were never snacks. 

When Abbie visited my house, she pitched in with chores. But if I sat down to fold clothes or went upstairs to make beds, she would often excuse herself to go to the bathroom.

Once I walked into the kitchen to find her sliding the breadbox closed. She palmed a leftover roll in her hand.

“Hey, Abbie?”

“I was just putting this back in the drawer,” she said.

I shook my head.

“You know you can eat what you want. It may be a lunatic asylum, but we have food.” 

Abbie slid the box open. She grabbed the bag of rolls, and we wolfed them down.

Like me, Abbie was an outcast. But the Sullivan family lived outside the norm, even for Jefford.

Chapter 3

Tara: Summertime Blues
On an otherwise ordinary Saturday, I heard my father swearing, and then a loud thump. The sound of work boots pounded across the floor and the back door slammed.

I ran downstairs to a messy kitchen. A cereal bowl had been knocked over, leaving spilled milk and Cheerios across the table. As I went to clean up the mess, I almost stepped on her.

Buster, my kitten, lay in a crumpled heap on the floor, neck broken.

My father had killed her, apparently, for drinking from his cereal bowl.

I raced out of our house and into the woods.

Months ago, I’d found a rickety old cabin hidden behind the trees. More than once, I had run to the quiet of those empty rooms. I had scribbled, “Keep Out,” in red crayon on the door, hoping Zach and Bobby wouldn’t find and raid my hideout.

Now, rubbing tears away, I saw an old woman standing over a cast iron pot and a fire. The smell of molasses and onion wafted through the morning air. 

Turning, she looked like a witch, but then her deep wrinkles drew up in welcome.

“You like baked beans?” she asked.

I hesitated, wary of a fairy-tale character that had hijacked my cabin.

I’d lost Buster and now this.

Yet those beans did smell good and, despite everything, my mouth watered. I knew this was the best offer I’d get today.

What did I have left to lose?

I walked over to her fire. 

“Take a seat,” she said, nodding at a chunk of wood. She gave me a bowl of beans and a battered spoon.

I ate like I’d never tasted beans before.

“My name’s Blossom, but you can call me Gran Tebbs,” she said. “I can give you the recipe for those beans. You never know when you’ll need a good mess of them. They satisfy the soul and the body, and they’re comfort in good times and bad. They can even make you laugh in otherwise polite company.” 

I smiled as she scribbled her recipe on the back of an envelope. She handed it over.

Underneath her instructions, I read, “A bit of baking soda softens the beans – and keeps the gas cap on!”

A meal and not one, but two, fart jokes upon meeting this old lady? I studied her over the flames. Was she a witch or a fairy godmother?

“What brings you my way?” Gran Tebbs asked. “You looked so sad coming through the trees.”

I felt tears again, thinking of Buster. No one, not even a kitten, should see her life squandered. Buster had deserved her time to roll in the hay and nap in the sun.

While I kept my silence, it was Gran’s turn to study me.

“Why don’t you keep your hands busy?” she said. “These peas won’t shell themselves.”

She handed me a basket filled with peapods. Mechanically, I shelled them into a bowl. Every so often, I tossed empty pods into the fire.

Finally I said, “My kitten died.”

“Oh,” Gran said, startled. “I am sorry. What happened?”

“I think Buster got on the table to taste a bowl of cereal. Dad threw her against the wall. Broke her neck.”

Gran got up to poke the fire, her back to me. When she turned around, I saw an angry face.

But then she walked over and patted my back.

I started bawling like a calf, leaning on her rough apron and watching flames burn through my tears.

