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Chapter One
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THE SUN SHONE brightly on that early September day when, underneath clear skies, families celebrated the holiday weekend that brought an end to summer break. Children played in yards, as fathers charred hot dogs and burgers on backyard grills. Black smoke rose above the houses, dispersing the smell of barbeque throughout the neighborhood.

Annabel Turner poked her head outside her bedroom door and listened for any sounds coming from downstairs, but the music playing loudly in her room made it difficult to hear. She leaned farther into the hallway until she heard the sound of dishes being washed. She closed her bedroom door and turned to her friends.

“We can keep looking,” she announced. “My mom’s still in the kitchen.”

“What’s the big deal if she sees us?” Donna Parker asked, her nose pressed against the window.

“She doesn’t like it when we snoop,” Annabel said.

“You need a lock on your door.” Molly Stenson leaned her skinny, twig-like arms against the ledge and peered out the window.

“They won’t let me have a lock.” Annabel dropped to her knees, between her friends, and set her gaze onto her alluring neighbors. “What’re they doing now?”

Buddy Holly’s “Rave On” played on the radio as Annabel and her friends watched the appealing couple through her bedroom window.

“Sylvia’s still in her garden and Henry’s still cutting the grass.” Donna scooted her husky body over to give Annabel more room.

“That woman is sure gonna miss her garden when the season’s over,” Annabel said. “She’s in there every day.”

“He’s coming around again!” Molly perked up.

“He’s gonna pinch her butt again. I just know it.” Donna stated with certainty.

“He’s pinched her butt three times already. Twice when he passed her with the lawnmower and once when she walked by him.” Molly turned to Annabel. “Your new neighbors are really something. Watching them was the best part of my summer.”

“Mine too.” Donna said.

Sylvia and Henry Chapman had moved into the neighborhood a month after Christmas, and Annabel was instantly drawn to them, especially Sylvia. The woman wasn’t like any other woman Annabel had ever known. Sylvia didn’t dress like the other housewives in town. She didn’t talk like the other housewives in town. And she certainly didn’t behave like the other housewives in town.

“I’ve never seen my father pinch my mother’s butt, and they’ve been married for twenty-five years,” Molly said.

“Yeah, but you’ve only been around for fifteen of those twenty-five years. Maybe he pinched your mom’s butt before you came around,” Donna pointed out.

“Forget I mentioned it. I don’t want to picture my father pinching any part of my mother’s body.” Molly turned her attention back to Annabel’s neighbors.

“Look,” Donna shouted. “Sylvia’s moving to a different spot.”

“Do you think she’s purposely moving to the places where Henry will pass with the mower? Like she wants him to pinch her butt?” Annabel inquired.

“Of course.” Donna rolled her eyes. “That’s what I would do if a hunk like Henry wanted to pinch my butt.”

Annabel looked at her friend. “You really think Henry’s a hunk?”

“Sure. Don’t you?”

Annabel cast a gaze at her neighbor and sized him up. “He’s tall and kind of skinny.”

“But he has a lot of muscle.” Donna intently watched the man she was describing. “You can see them on his arms when he pushes the lawnmower. You can tell he’s strong. He has wide shoulders.”

“Wide shoulders?” Molly laughed. “That’s what you like about him?”

“Yes and he’s cute in a nerdy kind of way because he wears glasses,” Donna explained.

“I wear glasses. What are you saying? I can’t be cute because I wear glasses?” Molly scowled at Donna.

“You can be cute, but only in a nerdy kind of way,” Donna answered frankly.

“Oh . . . I swear, Donna. Sometimes I just don’t know why I stay friends with you.”

“What? I still said you can be cute.”

Annabel laughed and turned back to Henry. “There’s something devilish about him, though. He looks innocent, almost boyish, but he’s the boy you’re afraid to take your eyes off of because you don’t know the trouble he’ll get into.”

“He grabs his wife’s butt in public. What do you think he grabs in private?” A naughty grin spread across Donna’s face.

“Oh, Donna.” Molly smacked Donna in the arm. “You’re so bad.”

“I know.” Donna giggled. “Ohhh . . . look! Here he comes again.” She leaned her forehead against the window and watched as Henry pushed the lawnmower toward Sylvia who was bent over her garden.

Henry approached the spot where Sylvia stood over her array of colorful vegetables. As he came up to her, he dropped his hand against his side, slid it underneath her buttocks, and gave it a squeeze.

“I knew it,” Donna screamed. “I knew it. He pinched her butt again.”

“That’s four times,” Molly yelled. “I can’t believe it. The man is relentless.”

“Look at her. She doesn’t seem to mind,” Annabel said.

Wearing dark-blue Capri pants and a sleeveless white collared shirt, Sylvia straightened her body, and while laughing in a silly way, gave Henry a playful slap on the arm.

“She’s enjoying the attention,” Annabel said.

“Who wouldn’t?” Donna continued to stare out the window.

“I suppose.” Molly took off her glasses and wiped the lenses with her shirt. “But I can’t believe they act that way in public. I don’t think I could.”

“Don’t you ever want to do something outrageous, something that makes other people squirm just a little bit?” Annabel asked.

“I’m not sure,” Molly replied.

“I would,” Donna answered emphatically.

“Of course you would,” Molly said.

A knock at the door halted the girls’ conversation.

“Can I come in?” Joan, Annabel’s mom, asked after knocking on the door.

“Hang on!” Annabel yelled and gestured for her friends to get up off their knees and move away from the window. “Come in.”

Joan Turner entered the room where walls were plastered with pictures of Elvis Presley, James Dean, and Buddy Holly. She wore a dark-red housedress over her slender figure and her hair was pinned up in a bun. She was attractive in a natural way, wearing little makeup.

“What is the commotion? I could hear your screams from all the way downstairs.” Jerry Lee Lewis’s “Great Balls of Fire” blasted from the radio, and Joan switched it off on her way to the girls. “I can’t stand that Jerry Lee.” She stood in front of Annabel and her friends. “So? What is it? What’s happened?”

“We were just”—Annabel glanced at her friends—“talking about school, and I guess we got a little over-excited because we can’t wait for it to start.” 

Donna gave her an incredulous look.

Molly nudged Donna’s arm.

Donna rubbed her arm. “Yes, that’s right. We were talking about school and got a little too excited, happy not to be lowly freshmen anymore.”

“Looking forward to school you tell me. That would be a first.” Joan  lifted her gaze and looked out the window to where Henry was playfully chasing Sylvia with the same hose she had used to water her garden.

Sylvia’s screams, mixed with laughter, carried into Annabel’s room as Henry lifted her up and spun her around. Joan walked to the window and closed the curtains, a stoic expression on her face. She turned to Annabel. “Your father will be back soon from his hunting trip. It’s time for your friends to go home.”

“That’s okay. I had to leave soon anyway.” Donna stood up. “My dad’s barbequing. Annabel, you can come over if you want. Molly’s coming. But warning, my dad always burns the burgers.”

Annabel looked to her mother for permission.

“Go on. Enjoy your last days before school starts,” Joan said.

“Oh gosh. Don’t remind us.” Donna scowled.

“But I thought only moments ago you girls were so thrilled that school was starting you could hardly contain your excitement.” Joan raised her eyebrows.

“Oh . . . right . . . um . . .” Donna stammered.

Joan smiled and placed a hand on Donna’s shoulder. “Go on. Have fun.” She led them out of the room and down the stairs.

Minutes after they left for Donna’s barbeque, Joan went back to Annabel’s window and pulled back the curtain. She watched the free-loving couple, who were just a few years younger than herself, carry on with their public displays of affection with no regard to whoever may be watching.
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THE BELL RANG loudly and classroom doors burst open. Students poured into the hallways. Annabel shuffled through the crowded corridors and searched for her friends. She saw faces of classmates she’d missed seeing during the summer vacation and quickly caught up with their summer adventures, while ignoring the faces she hadn’t missed seeing at all.

Molly and Donna were to meet Annabel at her locker right after third period, a routine they’d started the previous school year, to catch up on hallway gossip, but when Annabel got to her locker, her friends weren’t there.

She sifted through her locker for the next period’s books when high-piercing screams made her jump, and she dropped her books to the floor. She turned around and the hallway was filled with teenage girls, shrieking and yelling out questions like, “How’d he ask you?” “Where’d he do it?” “How big is the ring?” “You’re so lucky!” “Do you have a date set?”

Jane Byrne, a senior with long brown hair wrapped in a blue-ribbon ponytail, proudly held out her left hand to a swarm of ogling girls craning their necks to catch a peek of the ring. Basking in the attention, Jane took great satisfaction at being the envy of all her peers.

“We’re gonna get married right after grad. Edward’s father already has a job lined up for him in manufacturing. He’s so smart. He’ll be the boss someday. I just know it.” Jane rested a hand against her chest and leaned her head back in sweet bliss. “He’s gonna be so successful and we’re gonna have a big house with a television set in every room and have lots of kids. You’ll see.”

“That’s swell,” a petite pimple-faced freshman girl with messy hair said.

Jane glared at the unkempt freshman. “It’s better than swell. I’m engaged. Who’s gonna wanna marry you?”

The unpopular girl pressed her books tightly against her skinny body and retreated to the other end of the hall. Jane shifted her attention back to her worthy admirers as they followed her to their next class.

Annabel picked her books off the floor, waited as the halls cleared, and scanned the corridor for the belittled freshman. She wanted to tell the girl that there was more to life than getting married, but the girl was gone.

Annabel didn’t see her friends until after the next class when Donna yelled out to her and waved her chubby arms wildly in the air. She made a beeline for Annabel, with Molly trailing close behind.

“Annabel. Annabel! Did you hear the news? Did you?” Donna breathed heavily.

“What news? What’s happened?” Annabel gripped her books at her side.

“Jane Byrne got engaged. Edward proposed to her last night. He even asked her father for permission first, like a real man.”

“That’s surprising for the moron that he is.” Molly pushed her glasses up her pointed nose.

“Who cares if he’s a moron? Jane’s getting married. At this time next year she’ll be a wife and have a home of her own with her own husband, living her own life.”

“And we’ll still be here trapped to our desks, doing stupid assignments and reading books I’d rather throw in a fire.” Molly raised her hand to brush her bangs from her eyes, and the sleeve of her loose sweater slid down her slender arm.

“Oh, that. I saw her before last period showing off her ring to a bunch of gawking girls. It’s pathetic, really.” Annabel turned away and started for her locker.

“What do you mean it’s pathetic?” Molly asked.

“Yeah, what do you mean it’s pathetic?” Donna echoed.

Annabel tossed her books in her locker and pulled out two others. “It’s pathetic because all they want is to get married. Don’t you think we’re too young? I wouldn’t want to be married in a year, or two years, or even ten years. Besides, I like it here. I like school. I like reading the books you’d rather burn. I like learning new things.”

“I like boys,” Molly said.

“I like boys, too.” Donna smiled.

“There’s more to life than just liking boys. It’s preposterous for teenage girls to only want to get married. I’ll be just fine if I never get married.”

Molly and Donna let out gasps.

Annabel cocked her head as she looked at her friends, and her long brown ponytail bopped in the air. “Oh, come on, guys. Don’t be like Jane Byrne, flashing your engagement ring all over the halls and acting like getting engaged is the biggest achievement in your life.”

“Getting engaged wouldn’t be my biggest achievement,” Donna said.

“I’m glad to hear you say that,” Annabel replied.

“Getting married would be my biggest achievement.” Donna giggled loudly, and Molly quickly joined in.

Annabel rolled her eyes. “Boys aren’t everything. Most of them are a nuisance I just don’t need right . . .” She stared straight ahead.

Danny Winfield was walking in her direction and he was looking right at her.
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JOAN POKED THE roast with a fork while the meat cooked in the oven. Bloody juices spilled from the tender and slightly rare piece of meat—just the way George liked it. She snatched up a dish towel, pulled the hot pan of searing beef from the oven, and wrapped the dish with foil.

George Turner would be home from work soon, and Joan strived for the house to be in its most perfect order by the time he walked through the door, even though he never acknowledged her effort.

Joan took a feather duster from underneath the sink and busied herself with wiping every speck of dust, on every nook and cranny, in every room. When she finished, she wiped her hands against the apron tied tightly around her slender waist. She picked up a stack of George’s favorite magazines with images of men holding large rifles and pictures of fancy, shiny cars on the covers. She piled the publications neatly across the coffee table beside George’s favorite chair.

A commercial playing on the television caught Joan’s eye.

A man entered the house and cheerfully yelled, “I’m home!”

His wife hurried into the room and greeted her husband with a kiss.

“How was your day?” she asked brightly.

He scowled. “It wasn’t so great.”

“Well,” the jolly woman said with a smile, while straightening the man’s tie. “I have something that will make it all better.”

“That sounds swell.” The man grinned broadly.

In the kitchen, the family gathered around the dinner table where a chocolate cake sat in the center. The merry wife placed a big slice of a perfectly cut piece of dessert onto a plate. She handed it to her husband and said, “Didn’t I tell you I had something that would make it all better?”

The husband took the plate, and a wide smile beamed across his face. “You sure did.” He looked down at the cake, and his smile quickly turned into a frown. “But how come you didn’t make enough for you and the kids?”

The woman playfully slapped her husband on the shoulder, and the children giggled in their seats as they patiently waited for their slice of chocolate cake.

The happy wife then smiled into the camera and asked, “Do you love your family enough to bake with Betty Crocker?”

The slam of a car door turned Joan’s attention away from the perfect TV family. She rushed to the front window, remembering Annabel still had friends over and worried it was George coming home early from work.

Relieved, Joan saw it was just Sylvia Chapman returning from a day of shopping. Sylvia carried bags from at least five different department stores. She wore a red curve-hugging pencil skirt with white polka dots. Her full lips were colored with bright red lipstick and her cheeks flushed with a soft pinkish glow. False eyelashes engulfed her blue eyes, and the way she applied her eyeliner to slightly wing out at the corner of her eyes gave them a cat’s-eye look.

From the extravagant way Sylvia was dressed, it was apparent she didn’t plan on doing much housework that day. Although Joan always tried to keep an attractive appearance, her style of dress was more practical for daily chores, consisting mostly of long-sleeved, buttoned-down shirts tucked into knee-length skirts, or sometimes a simple wrap dress.

Although some women in the neighborhood strived to look like domestic goddesses, even while they cleaned toilets, none accomplished this look as easily as Sylvia Chapman. Some rationalized that because Sylvia had no children to wear her down, it was easy for her to be glamorous all the time.

Joan didn’t share the same jealousy over her neighbor’s beauty as others did, but she was, at times, taken aback by the woman’s free-spirited ways. Sylvia’s public displays of affection with her husband disturbed Joan more than her seductive style of dress or the way her perfectly styled curls brushed neatly against her shoulders did.

Noticing Joan at the window, Sylvia smiled and waved, and while holding up one of her bags, she yelled, “Another busy day!”

Joan acknowledged her with a nod and a casual grin, and watched her struggle to open the front door while holding her packages before finally entering her house. Joan turned away from the window, and the clock on the wall reminded her that George would be home soon.

She hurried to the staircase and yelled for Annabel. When she got no response she yelled louder. “Annabel! Annabel!”

She hurried up the stairs, frustrated because Annabel knew it was better that her friends be out of the house by the time George got home. She headed toward Annabel’s room as Elvis Presley’s “That’s All Right” blasted into the hallway. She knocked three times before Annabel whipped open the door while panting heavily.

“I’ve been calling for you.” Joan looked sternly at Annabel.

Annabel caught her breath. “Sorry.” She went back into the room and switched off the music. “We’re practicing for the school’s Sock Hop.” She motioned toward Molly and Donna, who were standing near the bed looking equally as winded as Annabel.

Joan smiled at the girls. “A Sock Hop? That sounds like fun.” Her tone softened.

“We hope so.” Donna could hardly withhold her excitement. “We want to be ready when a boy asks us to dance.” She clasped her hands together.

“I don’t even know why I’m wasting my time.” Molly pushed her long dark hair away from her face. “It’s not like any boy’s gonna ask me to dance.”

“Now why would you say something like that?” Joan frowned.

Molly collapsed onto Annabel’s bed. “Because I’m a square.”

Joan eyed her curiously. “A what?”

“A square. I’m just not cool.”

Annabel rolled her eyes. “Gosh, Molly. You don’t have to be so dramatic.”

Molly propped herself up on her elbows. “Easy for you to say. You only had the cutest boy in school talk to you today.”

“I can’t believe Danny Winfield talked to you today. If Danny Winfield ever talked to me I would just die,” Donna screamed.

“He’s so dreamy,” Molly yelled and both girls pretended to faint onto Annabel’s bed.

Annabel acted nonchalant in front of her mother, insisting it was nothing.

“Who is this Danny boy?” Joan asked, her curiosity about this boy made her forget the time. 

Annabel’s eyes were everywhere but on her.

“Danny Winfield is only the cutest boy in school,” Molly explained.

“Yes, you’ve already said that, but is that it? Is there nothing else you can tell me about him?”

“He’s the school quarterback,” Donna answered. “And sooooo cute.”

“But is he a nice boy?” Joan eyed the girls as she waited for an answer.

Donna wrinkled her brow. “How should I know? I’ve never talked to him before. But Annabel has.”

Annabel blushed. “He asked me a question about an assignment. That’s all.”

“No, I think he likes her,” Donna teased. “He thinks she’s keen.”

Annabel threw one of the stuffed bears sitting on her mantle at her friend. “Hush!” She glanced at her mother as her face burned bright red.

Donna caught the bear and cradled it in her arms, as she and Molly danced around the room belting out Elvis’ song “Teddy Bear.” Their skirts twirled loosely in the air and their ponytails bopped up and down as they spun around the room.

Molly and Donna sang out loud about tigers playing too rough and not loving lions enough. Then, while laughing hysterically, the girls collapsed onto Annabel’s bed.

“Maybe Danny wants to be your teddy bear,” Molly yelled, and the girls shrieked loudly in a way that only teenage girls can.

Annabel glared at her friends and tilted her head toward her mother to remind them that she was still in the room.

Molly quickly sat up. “I’m sorry Mrs. Turner, but you’re just not like the rest of the mothers. My mother would die if she saw me acting so silly.”

“But you’re teenagers. You’re supposed to act silly.” Joan sat down at the edge of the bed.

“Tell that to my mom. It’s as if I’m supposed to act like I’m in church every second of the day, and if I even mention a boy’s name she’ll accuse me of being boy crazy and tell me that it isn’t lady-like.”

Joan thought for a second. “Well, I do agree that a girl should present herself as a lady and not develop a reputation as being boy crazy, but that doesn’t mean a girl shouldn’t have fun with her friends.”

Donna slid closer to Joan on the bed. “I wish my mom were more like you. We’re always telling Annabel how lucky she is to have you for a mom.”

Joan glanced at Annabel, but Annabel looked the other way, and Joan forced a smile. “Girls, I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to excuse Annabel. It’s time for supper. I’m sure your mothers are expecting you home soon, too.”

“Yes, Mrs. Turner,” Molly said. “Bye, Bel.”

“Be sure to tell us if Danny talks to you again,” Donna yelled on her way out.
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JOAN LED THE girls out of Annabel’s room, and Annabel closed the door behind them. She turned the radio back on and Fats Dominos’ “Ain’t that a Shame” played.

Annabel stood in front of the mirror above her small wooden dresser and stared at her reflection. Her thick brown hair was pulled back in a smooth ponytail. The light blue sweater didn’t hug her tightly in the chest the way Donna’s sweater did, but it also didn’t hang off her body as loosely as Molly’s. Annabel pulled her skirt over her knees, up to her thighs. Turning her head side to side, she critiqued her body while cursing its lack of shape. She couldn’t compete with Marilyn’s curves.

Annabel let her skirt fall back to its usual length just below her knees and continued to scrutinize herself. She knew she wasn’t a skag or anything like that, but she never thought of herself as pretty. Though she wasn’t as developed as Donna, she also wasn’t as inept as Molly. She was somewhere in between, and she mostly felt insecure about her body.

With a heavy sigh, she lay across her bed. Even though she wasn’t nearly as boy crazy as Molly and Donna were, Danny was always on her mind. She thought about their brief exchange in the school hall that day when Danny smiled that smile she loved so much. As if on cue, the radio DJ announced the next song and “A Teenager in Love” by Dion and the Belmonts played. Annabel didn’t know if she was in love, having never been in love before, but she thought about Danny more than she thought about any other boy.

A knock at the door shook Annabel out of her reverie, and seconds later, Joan walked into the room. Annabel sat up just as the song about the heartaches of being a teenager in love was ending and was replaced with the smooth croon of Sam Cooke’s elegant voice.

“I’m sorry I had to send your friends home. But you know . . .” Joan said.

Annabel nodded because of course she knew. She looked in the mirror at her and her mother’s reflections, and couldn’t ignore their similarities. She didn’t doubt she’d end up looking just like her mother. Annabel was fine with that. She just didn’t want to end up being like her, docile and conformed.

“We’re going to have to tell your father about the dance,” Joan said.

“What?” Annabel shot to her feet. “Why?”

Joan raised her eyebrows and looked intently at Annabel. “Because you’ll need his permission, that’s why.”

“But he won’t even notice I’m gone.”

“Of course he will. How could you say that?”

Annabel turned away from her mother. She gazed out her bedroom window just as a man who lived across the street was coming home from work. She watched as he pulled a briefcase from the backseat of his car, and before he even made it to the front door, his toddler daughter rushed down the driveway to greet him. The man dropped to his knees and scooped up the little girl into a wide embrace as she wrapped her tiny arms around his neck.

Annabel would have given anything to be that little girl.

Joan smoothed her hands over her apron. “So we’ll mention it to your father at dinner then.”

Annabel held her breath, and with a slumped composure that screamed defeat, she nodded while still looking out the window. The loved father and cherished daughter were now tucked away inside their house.
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“I’M HOME!” GEORGE Turner roared as he entered the house to the aroma of a meal ready to be served and to the sound of utensils clinking against each other, as Annabel set the dining room table.

George was a stout man with a deep receding hairline. His face showed signs of aging usually seen in men ten years his senior, but years of hard drinking and living with a past he struggled to forget had taken its toll.

He was an old man before his time.

Joan hurried to the door to greet him. Her slender figure and perky composure in great contrast to George’s stocky physique and somber mood. “How was your day?”

George took off his suit coat and hat, and hung them on a hook beside the door. “Busy. Everyone wants a damn loan. Houses. Cars. Everyone’s buying something.”

“Isn’t that good for the bank?” Joan asked.

George was the manager of the local bank, a job he got through a well-connected friend he served with in the army, Bobby Hanley. George was admired and respected in town as a World War II hero, yet showed no sense of pride for his role. He disregarded the adulation altogether and was content to never speak of the war to anyone.

Because he managed a bank, George was seen as a man of power because he decided who received a piece of the American dream and who didn’t. Old-time war buddies looked out for each other, and Bobby made sure George was well-taken care of.

“Of course it is, but we can’t approve everybody,” he blurted impatiently as he sat down in his favorite chair and wearily loosened his tie.

He brushed the back of his sleeve across his forehead and wiped away a blot of perspiration, staining his shirt with sweat marks. He ripped open the top buttons of his shirt. “I hate wearing this goddamn suit.”

“George. The language. Annabel’s right in the dining room,” Joan warned.

“Please, Joan.” George grimaced. “I hear how these kids today talk with their filthy mouths.”

“Well, not our Annabel. Now go wash up. Supper’s ready.”

––––––––
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JOAN SLICED TWO thick pieces of roast beef and placed them onto George’s plate. “Cooked just the way you like it, tender with a little pink inside.” She smiled as brightly as the woman in the commercial holding the chocolate cake.

“Mashed potatoes,” George snarled.

Annabel quickly handed him the bowl of potatoes, and he scooped two big helpings onto his plate. He leaned back and just before reaching for his fork, he slowly pulled each of his fingers back one at a time.

Crack. Crack. Crack.

The sound echoed in the quiet room. It was a nerve-wrecking sound that forced Annabel to close her eyes and hold her breath until it was over. It reminded her of when she was little, and how her father would slowly crack each knuckle right before he’d grab her and force her across his lap for a horrifying round of spankings.

Though she remembered her mother begging him not to punish her in this cruel way, Annabel had needed her mother to do more to make him stop because the spankings hurt. But all Joan did was clasp her hands over her face and close her eyes as Annabel cried hot tears. Annabel didn’t remember the things she’d done to deserve such brutal discipline, but it never took much to set off her father’s ire.

George’s behavior at dinner was always unpredictable. Sometimes he was talkative, mostly berating his customers or the people who worked for him, and other times, like that night, he didn’t want to talk at all. Work had been especially stressful that day, and he was already on his third glass of Scotch.

“More salad, George?” Joan held out a large bowl to him. 

He shook his head and took a long, deep gulp of his drink.

In her peripheral vision, Annabel noticed her mother tapping the table and snapping her fingers in an attempt to get Annabel’s attention, but Annabel kept her focus on her plate. She knew what her mother wanted, but there was no way she was going to bring up the dance at that moment. She avoided interacting with her father when he was drinking, which was most of the time, so their conversations were limited.

Being that George was mildly drunk and not blind, he also noticed Joan’s strange behavior. “What the hell are you doing?” His wild eyes pored over Joan.

Joan sucked in a breath. “I . . . I . . . was just . . .”

“Well. What is it?” George barked.

Annabel snatched up the fork and knife and dug into her food, keeping her focus on cutting her meat.

“It’s nothing, really, George,” Joan answered in an extra cheerful tone. “Just a little dance at the school Annabel wants to attend. It sounds like it’ll be a lot of fun. All of her friends will be there.”

Annabel caught her breath. Being extra cheerful wasn’t going to have any effect on her father’s dour mood that night. She was sure of that.

George glared at Annabel for a few seconds. “And when were you going to tell me about this social event?”

Annabel dragged her fork across her plate. “After dinner I suppose.”

“In the middle of the news?”

Annabel laid down her fork. “Maybe tomorrow I was gonna tell you.”

“Gonna isn’t a word.”

“Going to tell you,” Annabel quickly corrected.

George placed an elbow on the table and leaned his body forward. “I don’t like these boys today with their long hair and all that grease. I see them walk past the bank. They strut around like they own the town. They got mouths on them, too.”

“George, Annabel knows better than to go out with a boy like that. In fact, today the high school quarterback talked to Annabel. The quarterback, George. You played quarterback in high school, didn’t you?”

George waved an impatient hand at Joan and concentrated his attention on Annabel. “This boy. What’d he want?”

“Just . . . just some help with school work,” Annabel stammered.

George creased his forehead. “School work? Why would a boy ask a girl for help with school work?”

“Annabel gets good grades, George,” Joan said.

“No boy, and I mean no boy, wants a girl who’s smarter than him.” George pointed a thick finger at Annabel and without taking his eyes off her, added, “You best remember that.”

Annabel wanted to yell back to her father that Danny didn’t mind a smart girl because he wasn’t like the other boys, and he was certainly nothing like him, but she wouldn’t say that to her father. She wouldn’t dare say that to her father. As with everything he had ever said to berate her, Annabel kept her mouth shut and absorbed his harsh words.

Joan placed a hand on Annabel’s arm. “We can’t ignore the fact that Annabel does really well in school, George. She’ll get a good job someday. Many women work.”

George dropped his fork and it crashed on the plate. “The war is over. The boys are back. A woman’s place is in the home.”

Annabel was so disgusted with her mother, she didn’t have the stomach to even look at her. The only thing Joan was supposed to bring up was the dance, one silly dance—not Danny and certainly not Annabel’s grades.

George finished off his scotch. “She’ll get married and have children and it won’t matter what grades she got in school.” He shot up from the table. “Her job, like yours, is right here.” He glared at Joan, his eyes madder than before.

“Okay, George. Okay. I’m sorry. Now sit back down and let’s finish this nice dinner.” Joan reached out to calm him, but he shoved her hand away.

“You don’t appreciate a thing I do for you. Neither of you do. You want a job? Go then. Get the hell out of here. See how easy it is out there.”

Peering down at the floor, Annabel pushed herself away from the table. She sat frozen in her seat even though she wanted to run far away. She stole a glance at Joan, who, under any circumstances acted like everything was okay. No matter how many drunken outbursts George had, Joan always found a way to excuse them.

George reloaded his glass with ice from a small ice-bucket on the table and filled his drink with more Scotch. He took his plate into the living room and slumped into his favorite chair in front of the television.

Once he was out of the room, Annabel let out a breath she felt like she had been holding for a week.

Joan began clearing the table. “Your father had a hard day at work. He’s under a lot of stress.”

“Why do you always do that?”

“Do what?”

“Make excuses for him?”

“I don’t always make . . .”

“And why did you have to tell him about Danny and my grades? What made you think he’d have any interest in my grades?”

“Because he’s your father.”

“So?”

“Fathers care about those things.”

“Not mine,” Annabel stated flatly.

“Deep down he does. He can be a good father.”

“I know you think so.”

“Come with me.” Joan took Annabel by the arm and dragged her to the kitchen. She went to the refrigerator and pulled out a big chocolate cake, just like the one from the commercial. “Here.” She held out the cake. “I made chocolate cake. Sit down. We can eat it together.”

Joan set the cake on the table and took two small plates from the cupboards. She cut two pieces and slid them onto the plates.

Annabel stared dumbfoundedly at the dessert. “Cake? You’re offering me cake?”

“Please have some cake with me. Let’s have one good thing about tonight.”

Annabel ignored the desperation in her mother’s eyes and the pleading tone in her voice. It was the most pathetic thing she’d seen and heard. She pushed away the dish meant for her. “Tonight wasn’t good, and chocolate cake can’t make it better.”
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Chapter Three
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THE MOONLIGHT BREAKING through the white curtains was the only light in the otherwise dark room, as a cool breeze blew through the open window. Annabel switched on the radio and lay across her bed. She closed her eyes and let the music take her away from her life and to a place where everything was different from what it really was.

Annabel drifted to sleep and was awakened hours later by a dog barking loudly outside her window. She propped herself onto a pillow and checked the clock beside her bed.

It was just past eight o’clock.

Still in the clothes she wore to school that day, a blue skirt and a white sweater, she went to the open window and pushed aside the curtain. The streets outside her house were usually quiet this time of night, especially on a weeknight, and that Tuesday night was no different.

Annabel sat on the windowsill, pulled her skirt over her knees, and watched the glare of the headlights of passing cars. She wondered about the life of the people inside those cars. Were they happy with their lives? Did they feel trapped and scared like she did?

As she always did when she gazed out her bedroom window and into the streets of the only town she ever knew, Annabel considered life and brooded over what else was out there in the world she desperately longed to see. She imagined the lives of people living in places she’d never been, what they were doing at that exact moment, and wondered how the sky, the moon, and the stars looked hanging over another street, in another town, from a different window.

Annabel opened the window as high as it would go and grabbed hold of a sturdy branch hanging just outside. With the ease of someone who had done something many times before, she pushed herself out the window and climbed down the tree, knowing exactly which branches were strong enough to clamp onto and which ones would crack under her weight.

Nearing the bottom of the tree, Annabel held down her skirt and jumped to the ground. She landed firmly on her feet and pulled the sleeves of her sweater to her wrists and started off on her walk.

The first time Annabel had snuck out her window at night, she’d only made it a couple blocks. Jumping at every sound—a cricket, a car door, a cat’s meow—she was certain someone was creeping up behind her and looked back every couple paces.

She’d let her imagination get the best of her, but eventually she realized her bravery by reminding herself why she was sneaking out of the house in the first place. She convinced herself that anything the night offered couldn’t be any more dangerous than living under the same roof as her father. That simple thought gave her enough reason to end any fear she harbored about walking alone after dark.

Annabel walked with no destination, only to get away. It was an attempt to escape things she could no longer live with, even if the getaway was a short stroll in her cookie-cutter neighborhood.

Walking at night made her feel safe, and she was well aware of the irony in a young girl feeling more protected outside alone at night than she did living in her own home. She had heard different versions of a story about a girl who had disappeared one night after walking home from a friend’s house. Some kids at school claimed the girl was kidnapped, while others gossiped that she’d gotten caught “in the family way” and was sent to live with an aunt in another state.

Either way, the story didn’t change the fact that Annabel loved to walk at night. There was freedom in it. She could see the world yet still hide from it. Though she knew the little suburban town she lived in was far from being the world, the place was all she had. Some nights she would find a spot on a stranger’s lawn, tucked close to a tree where she couldn’t be seen, and sit and gaze at the stars.

She wondered what Earth looked like from a place so far away. Maybe up there, in space, her problems would seem small and insignificant, but down here, they were vast and consumed every inch of her.

Most boys at school obsessed about going to space and fantasized about carrying out their dreams of becoming astronauts and walking on the moon. Though Annabel had no aspiration to fly to the moon, she did dream of leaving the suffocating town she lived in. To do what exactly, she didn’t yet know, but she did know girls weren’t supposed to dream that high.

By the time they graduated from high school, getting married was the main ambition for most girls, followed by having children. Annabel wasn’t even certain she wanted to be a mother, while Molly and Donna already knew the names of their first-born children.

What Annabel really wanted was to go to college and experience the world, but for now, her worldly experiences were limited to her little town, and her curiosity was satisfied by looking through people’s windows and imagining the life being lived behind those four walls.

From the outside, those walls looked the same—typical suburban ranch or two-story houses with white picket fences. The homogeneity of it all bored Annabel, but she knew despite the similarities on the outside, what happened inside each home was different.

Evenings were the perfect time for Annabel to walk the streets and observe how other people lived because families were together, home from work or school, and real life was beginning.

At school and work, people changed their personalities in order to fit the role expected of them. But only in the privacy of their homes were people truly themselves, and Annabel wanted to see the lives people lived after work, curious if she’d see any resemblance to her own life.

She never did.

Annabel had visited her father’s workplace only once, when he had forgotten paperwork he needed, and the bank was close enough for Annabel to walk. In the short time she was there, it was obvious her father was the boss.

When George walked out from his office, tucked away in the back, all employees’ eyes followed him. In the distance George had taken to walk from his office to meet Annabel near the front doors, multiple people had hurried to him and asked if he needed anything—coffee, tea—anything. Annabel didn’t know if the urgency to meet her father’s needs was done out of genuine respect for him and who he was as a person, or simply because he was the boss. She assumed it was the latter because she couldn’t imagine anyone respecting her father based solely on his character.

Annabel didn’t confide to Molly and Donna about her situation at home. It was a secret she shared with no one. Sometimes kids at school would shout at her in the halls about the cool new car their family bought thanks to her dad. Annabel would smile and let herself believe just for a moment that her father was a great man, but she knew better.

Annabel couldn’t pretend things were different, but the respite she felt in escaping from her room and walking the streets of her quiet town, away from it all for just a little while, helped her manage the reality she struggled to accept was her own.

The silence of the streets relaxed her to the point where she felt like the night belonged only to her. It was the only time she ever felt powerful.

Annabel watched through windows as families gathered around dinner tables and engaged in sweet, calm conversation that invoked laughter. She’d once seen a young girl talking to her father, and as the girl spoke the father laid down his fork and listened intently to what she had to say.

It was nothing like the dinners she knew. Fathers weren’t devouring drink after drink while tending only to their plates and ignoring those around them. Nor had Annabel ever seen a father stand in the midst of a drunken rage and scream at anyone who dared to talk back to him. Maybe it happened somewhere, but she had never seen it happen at anyone’s dinner table but her own.

She envied the moments lived by other people she desperately wished were her own. Like the time two young boys were engaged in a game of tug of war over a small fire truck and burst into tears when their mother snapped the toy away and left the room, holding tightly to the coveted truck, or when two little girls pouted to their mother because they didn’t want to clear the dinner table and were sent to their room for throwing food in protest.

All of those moments Annabel had witnessed were special and beautiful. They were special because they were spent with family, and they were beautiful because they were innocent.

Annabel’s favorite time to watch families was after dinner when they huddled together on sofas and ate snacks while watching their favorite TV shows—something she’d never done with her own family. Her walks showed her what she was missing by not having the normal life most people in her neighborhood seemed to be living. She was the only person walking at night, hiding from her own life.

It was an isolating feeling.

Annabel felt so alone, but that loneliness eased a bit the first night she’d stood outside Danny Winfield’s house and watched him through his front window. He was sitting on the couch, having a conversation with his mother. He’d just told her something that made the woman excitedly throw her arms around his neck and hug him tightly. She stood up, motioned that she’d be right back, and hurried out of the room.

Danny waited patiently with a gentle smile on his face and reached beside him, picked up a book, and started reading. Annabel had never seen someone so content and satisfied with their life. The image was comforting to her.

Though Annabel had already been familiar with Danny from school, she’d never spoken to him. He was two years older than her, and they were part of different social circles. Danny was a popular athlete and was someone Annabel could admire only from afar, and she did, every night she went on one of her walks and watched him through his window.

He’d captivated her with his dark brown hair, brown eyes, and his dimple that appeared on the right side of his cheek every time he smiled—and he smiled a lot. His features were pleasant, and his mannerisms were calm and relaxing. Annabel imagined she’d feel safe lying curled up in his arms, with her head resting against his strong chest.

The first night she saw Danny through his window, Annabel had stood alone in the night, mesmerized by a boy she barely knew. Even though she felt foolish, from that night on she never went on one of her walks again without stopping at the house with the boy in the window.

For all the nights she’d spent watching him, Annabel never thought she’d speak face to face with him. Though their exchange at school was only about schoolwork, their brief dialogue was more than she ever expected and made it harder for her to get Danny out of her mind.

Annabel was anxious to get to Danny’s house that night because seeing him gave her hope that life didn’t have to be the only way she knew it, but when she got there, the house was dark with no sign that anyone was home.

Although it was the last place she wanted to be, Annabel headed back home. On her way, she passed a house where an elderly couple lived. It was a house she had watched for so long that the old man and old woman hardly seemed strangers to her anymore. At this time of night, the old man was always reading the paper in his rocking chair, while his wife sat crocheting on the sofa beside him. The old woman always looked happy and content.

Annabel wondered if the elderly woman, like most of the girls in her school, had accepted her preordained station in life to be a wife, a mother, a homemaker. Was this the life she chose or did it choose her? Despite the fact that she looked happy, Annabel was curious if the woman had ever wanted more. Had the aged woman ever been curious about the universe, the stars, or walking on the moon?

Annabel went home that night worried her life would leave her wanting more.

––––––––
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JOAN CALLED FOR Annabel to come to breakfast. “Annabel? What are you doing? Your breakfast is getting cold.”

Annabel jumped out of bed. She’d forgotten to set her alarm and had to be at school in half an hour.

“I’m coming!” Annabel scampered around her room and dressed quickly.

She hurried across the hall to the bathroom, and in record time she brushed her teeth
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