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Chapter One: The Road to Brick Street
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The tires of Alton’s Range Rover hummed a low, steady bass against the asphalt, vibrating right through the soles of his boots as they crossed the welcome sign of Oak Haven.

Welcome to Oak Haven. Small Town, Big Heart.

The lettering was frosted with a dusting of early December snow, catching the gray afternoon light that filtered down through the naked, shivering branches of giant oaks. Alton gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles tightening just a fraction before he forced his grip to loosen. Beside him, Rebecca reached across the center console, her slender fingers brushing softly against the back of his hand. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to. For six years of marriage—and ten years of building a life side by side in their real estate brokerage—Rebecca had learned the exact cadence of her husband’s quiet grief.

"We're here, babe," Rebecca murmured softly, her voice a warm anchor in the hushed cabin of the car.

Alton let out a long, slow breath, his green eyes—inherited from his grandmother Hattie’s side—scanning the familiar storefronts lining Main Street. The town looked frozen in a nostalgic snow globe. Across the square, Mr. Chow was busy wiping down the front window of The Grand Wok, the red neon sign flickering warmly against the impending dusk. Further down, the giant public popcorn machine—which the mayor kept stocked daily so children and townsfolk could grab free snacks while ice skating—vented a sweet, buttery cloud of steam into the crisp winter air. 

Behind them, following closely in a sleek sedan, were Sarah and Roberto. And trailing right behind them, Elizabeth and her new husband, Leo—though the rest of the siblings still had no earthly idea that Elizabeth had quietly eloped in Vegas two months ago, wearing a simple white sundress while Leo nervously fumbled with a pair of gold bands. 

Alton clicked his blinker, turning down Brick Street.

The house at the end of the block sat back from the road, a stately two-story, four-bedroom, three-bath home wrapped in fond memories, peeling memories, and an agonizingly silent absence. It was the house where Hattie had baked peach cobbler until the flour dusted the countertops like winter snow, and where Willie had stood in the driveway with a garden hose, laughing as his three mixed-race, light-skinned children splashed each other with freezing water. 

Alton parked in the driveway, the engine ticking as it cooled. The silence inside the car felt heavy, pressing down against their eardrums.

In the car behind them, Sarah cut the ignition. She sat still for a moment, her hazel eyes fixed on the wraparound porch where two rocking chairs stood empty, dusted with a fine layer of white powder. Beside her, Roberto shifted quietly in the passenger seat. Roberto was a man of few words—a steady, anchoring force against Sarah’s relentless, high-energy pediatric career. He reached across the gear shift, taking her hand and squeezing it gently. 

"You ready to walk up those steps, amor?" Roberto asked, his voice a low, soothing rumble.

Sarah swallowed hard, a lump forming in her throat that felt as sharp as glass. "I have to be. None of us have been back since... since the accident last year. Not a single one of us." 

Behind them, Elizabeth sat in the passenger seat of her car, staring out the frosted window at the house. Her blue eyes—so bright and clear—were glassy with unshed tears. In the driver’s seat, Leo Hwang adjusted his grip on the steering wheel, his dark eyes filled with a quiet, protective concern for his new bride. He knew how much this house meant to her, and more importantly, how much she was dreading facing the ghosts of her parents.

"Elizabeth," Leo said softly, leaning over to press a tender kiss to her temple. "We’re right here. All of us. We'll get through these doors together."

Elizabeth turned to look at him, her chest rising and falling in a shaky breath. "I just keep expecting mom to open the front door with a wooden spoon in her hand, yelling at us for tracking snow on her freshly mopped floors."

"She’s not behind that door, baby," Leo whispered, his thumb brushing away a stray tear that escaped down her cheek. "But her love is. Let’s go say hello to the house."

Car doors opened in unison, the crisp, biting December air rushing in to fill the space, smelling of pine needles, woodsmoke, and the unmistakable crisp promise of a lonely winter. As the three couples stood together at the foot of the driveway on Brick Street, looking up at the shuttered windows of their childhood home, the weight of their first Christmas without Hattie and Willie settled deep into their bones.

They weren't kids anymore. They were adults now—successful, married, navigating the chaotic currents of life—yet standing here in the heart of Oak Haven, they felt like orphans longing for home.

Alton walked up the shoveled stone path, pulling the heavy brass key from his pocket. His hand shook just a fraction against the cold metal. He slid it into the lock. It turned with a familiar, heavy click.

He pushed the door open, and the scent of lemon furniture polish, old books, and cinnamon rushed out to greet them.

Welcome home, Winstons.
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Chapter Two: Unpacking the Silence
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The heavy oak front door clicked shut behind them, sealing out the biting Oak Haven wind, but the silence inside was thick enough to suffocate.

Alton stood in the foyer, his heavy winter coat still zipped up, his boots planted firmly on the hardwood floor that had once echoed with the pounding feet of three children. The air inside felt preserved, trapped in amber. It smelled faintly of lemon oil and the lingering, ghostly ghost of Hattie’s vanilla-and-cinnamon baking.

"Alright," Alton cleared his throat, the sound booming unnaturally loud in the empty hallway. He shrugged out of his coat, tossing it over the banister. "Let's spread out. Unpack the cars, drop the bags in our old rooms, and... breathe. We’ve got a whole house to wake up."

Rebecca offered him a supportive smile, her hand lingering on his arm before she turned toward the stairs, carrying their duffel bags.

Upstairs, the hallway stretched out like a timeline of their childhood. Doors stood half-open, revealing rooms left untouched since they had packed up and moved away to build their lives in New Jersey, California, and Arizona. 

In the master bedroom at the end of the hall, Sarah and Roberto slipped quietly inside. The room was immaculate, draped in the heavy floral quilts Hattie had loved so much. Sarah closed the door softly, leaning back against it as if it were the only thing keeping her upright. The cool metal of the doorknob pressed into her spine, but she couldn't bring herself to move.

Roberto watched her from across the room. He set their suitcases down by the closet, his movements slow and deliberate. He didn't rush her. He knew the exact weight Sarah carried—she was the fixer, the doctor who spent her days saving children, the one who always had to be strong for everyone else.

"Talk to me, cariño," Roberto said softly, stepping closer. He reached out, his warm palms cupping her face, his thumbs gently tracing the high line of her cheekbones. "You’ve been holding your breath since we crossed the state line."

A single tear slipped from Sarah’s hazel eyes, hot and fast. "It’s too quiet, Roberto. It’s wrong." She choked out a laugh that sounded more like a sob. "Mom used to have jazz playing on the kitchen radio from the moment she woke up until Dad made her turn it down for the evening news. Now... it’s just ghosts."

Roberto pulled her tightly against his chest, wrapping his strong arms around her. He buried his face in her curly, dark hair, breathing in the scent of her shampoo. "They're here, Sarah. In the walls, in the floors. But they aren't trapped in this silence. And neither are we. We're going to fill this house back up. We have to."

Sarah clutched the back of Roberto’s sweater, her fingers curling into the knit fabric as the dam finally broke. She cried quietly into his shoulder, letting the suffocating grief wash over her in waves, knowing he would hold her steady until the storm passed.

Down the hall, in what used to be Elizabeth’s teenage sanctuary, the atmosphere was entirely different, though no less heavy.

Elizabeth dropped her canvas weekender bag onto the twin bed, the springs squeaking under the weight. She stood in the center of the room, looking at the faded posters of 90s boybands and collegiate banners still taped to the walls.

Leo closed the door and locked it with a gentle click. He turned around, leaning against the wood, crossing his arms over his chest. His dark eyes studied his new wife. They had been married for two months in a quiet, impulsive flash of Vegas neon, and yet here, in her childhood bedroom, Elizabeth looked less like a confident air traffic controller and more like a lost little girl. 

"You okay in here, Liz?" Leo asked gently.

Elizabeth whipped around, her blue eyes flashing with sudden, defensive fire. "Don't."

Leo blinked, uncrossing his arms. "Don't what?"

"Call me Liz," she snapped, crossing her arms tightly over her chest. "My name is Elizabeth. Elizabeth Leeann Winston. My parents gave me that name for a reason. When people call me Liz, it feels like... like they're shrinking me. Like I'm just a kid playing dress-up."

Leo held up his hands in a defensive, non-threatening gesture, a patient expression settling over his features. "Hey. I'm sorry. Habit. But you've been biting everyone's head off since we parked the car. Is it just the house, or is it the fact that we still haven't told your brother and sister we eloped?"

Elizabeth let out a sharp, frustrated breath, pacing across the hardwood floor. "It’s both! It’s everything! Alton and Sarah are going to look at me like I’m an idiot. They’re going to lecture me about family tradition, about how Hattie and Willie would have wanted a whole production, a big church wedding with white lace and three hundred guests from Oak Haven. I couldn't handle that right now. I just wanted it to be us." 

Leo walked across the room, closing the distance between them. He gently took her by the shoulders, stopping her pacing. "Your family loves you. Alton is protective, and Sarah is intense, but they love you. And if they're mad, they'll get over it. But you can't keep taking it out on the walls—or on me."

Elizabeth looked up into his steady, dark eyes, the anger draining out of her as quickly as it had flared up. Her lower lip trembled. "I miss them, Leo. Every time I look at this room, I feel like I'm fifteen again, and any second Mom is going to knock on the door and ask if I want hot cocoa."

Leo pulled her into his arms, resting his chin on top of her head. "I know, baby. I know. But we're going to survive this Christmas. And together, we're going to figure out how to live without them."

Downstairs in the kitchen, Alton and Rebecca stood side-by-side by the island. Rebecca was unpacking a bag of groceries they had brought from New Jersey—just some emergency coffee and snacks—while Alton stared blankly out the window toward the backyard, where the old wooden swing set creaked in the wind.

"Penny for your thoughts, big guy," Rebecca said gently, walking over to wrap her arms around his waist from behind, resting her cheek against his broad back.

Alton covered her hands with his own, his green eyes reflecting the dim winter light. "I keep thinking about Dad standing right where I'm standing, Rebecca. Six years ago, when we first got married, Dad pulled me aside in this kitchen. He told me that a house isn't a home because of the wood and nails; it's a home because of the people who love you inside it. Now... the people who made it a home are gone."

Rebecca turned him around so he had to look at her, her expression fierce and loving. "They're gone, Alton, but their love didn't just vanish into thin air. It’s in you. It’s in Sarah, and it’s in Elizabeth. We are their legacy. Now come on." She gave him a soft, encouraging smile, wiping a speck of dust off his shoulder. "Let's go check on your sisters. Because if we don't rally soon, this house is going to eat us alive."

Alton let out a low rumble of a laugh, leaning down to press a kiss to her forehead. "You're right, baby. Let's go see what kind of trouble my sisters are getting into."
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Chapter Three: Lights, Strings, and Takeout Boxes
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The sound of rustling cardboard and crackling packing tape echoed through the living room as the Winstons and their spouses descended upon the attic boxes. Dust motes danced in the shafts of afternoon light piercing through the front windows, smelling deliciously of old paper, dried pine, and nostalgia.

"Alright, nobody move," Sarah declared, holding up a massive, tangled ball of multi-colored Christmas lights like it was a prized archaeological find. Her hazel eyes sparkled with mischievous determination. "If anyone so much as breathes on this cord the wrong way, it’s going to take three business days to untangle."

Roberto, sitting cross-legged on the floor next to her, chuckled softly. He took the knotted mess from her hands with practiced ease, his long fingers deftly working through the loops. "Hand it here, doctora. You save lives; let me handle the wiring."

Sarah rolled her eyes playfully, leaning her shoulder against his. "Show off."

Across the room, Alton was dragging a heavy wooden crate out from under the basement stairs, huffing slightly as he set it down by the fireplace. Rebecca knelt beside him, unlatching the rusted metal clasps. Inside rested a treasure trove of ornaments collected over decades—hand-painted wooden Santas, glitter-dusted pinecones, and fragile glass globes bearing the crooked handwriting of a ten-year-old Alton, seven-year-old Sarah, and four-year-old Elizabeth.

"Look at this one," Rebecca whispered, holding up a misshapen clay ornament shaped like a clumsy angel with a broken wing. She smiled, her green eyes softening. "Did you make this, Alton?"

Alton groaned, slapping a hand over his face in mock embarrassment. "Oh, God. Please tell me you’re going to throw that into the incinerator. My third-grade art teacher lied to my mother—I had zero sculptural talent."

"We are keeping it front and center," Rebecca laughed, placing it gently on the coffee table. "It builds character."

Meanwhile, Elizabeth and Leo were struggling to assemble the artificial Christmas tree that Hattie had bought during a post-holiday clearance sale five years back. The metal pole pieces kept jamming together at awkward angles, testing Leo's legendary patience.

"Push it down, Leo, not to the side!" Elizabeth hissed, gripping the middle section of the tree while her hair fell in loose, curly tendrils around her face. Her blue eyes flashed with that familiar, fiery impatience.

Leo let out an exasperated sigh, wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead. "Elizabeth, I am pushing it down! If I push any harder, we're going to break the stand right through the hardwood floor. Do you want to explain to your brother that we destroyed his childhood living room before dinner?"

"I'm just saying, if we want this tree up before midnight, we need a little more hustle and a little less geometry," she retorted, though a tiny smirk tugged at the corner of her lips.

Alton poked his head up from the ornament crate, eyeing them both with a raised eyebrow. "Everything okay over there in bonsai tree territory? Do I need to come rescue my new brother-in-law from my bossy little sister?"

"I heard that!" Elizabeth shot back, though she finally cracked a full smile, leaning against Leo’s shoulder. Leo wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her close and pressing a quick kiss into her curls.

"She’s a handful, isn’t she?" Alton grinned, standing up and brushing off his knees. "Speaking of hustle—who’s hungry? Because I am not cooking tonight, and neither is anyone else."

"Ask and you shall receive," Sarah announced, pulling her phone from her pocket. "Mr. Chow’s Grand Wok is still open. If we order now, we can get three large orders of chicken fried rice, beef and broccoli, garlic shrimp, and ten egg rolls before the holiday rush closes them down for the night."

"Bless you, Sarah," Roberto murmured, kissing the top of her head. "I would survive on Mr. Chow’s egg rolls alone if you let me."

Within twenty minutes, the aroma of savory soy sauce, garlic, and fried dumplings filled the house, completely displacing the scent of dust and solemn memories. They pulled the massive mahogany dining room table into the center of the living room, right in front of the unlit fireplace, throwing a festive plaid blanket over it as an impromptu tablecloth.

There were no formal silver platters or matching china tonight. Instead, takeout cartons sat stacked in the middle, surrounded by mismatched mugs filled with cider and soda.

As they settled onto the floor and couches with their paper plates heaped high, the radio in the kitchen—which Alton had managed to coax back to life—began playing a smooth, classic jazz tune. It was the exact kind of music Hattie used to sway to while she stirred gravy on the stove.

For a few moments, nobody spoke. They simply ate, listening to the saxophone notes drift down the hallway, blending with the sound of wind whistling against the windowpanes.

Elizabeth looked around the room at her siblings, her husband, and her brother and sister-in-law. The heavy, suffocating weight that had greeted them at the front door hadn't vanished entirely, but it had softened at the edges. Here, surrounded by tangled lights and takeout boxes, the house on Brick Street finally felt like home again.
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Chapter Four: The Great Menu Debate
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The takeout cartons were empty, tossed haphazardly into the trash can by the kitchen island, leaving behind the savory, lingering scent of garlic and soy sauce. Outside, the night sky over Oak Haven had darkened to a deep, bruised indigo, and the wind rattled the windowpanes with a sharp, toothy bite.

Inside, the living room was bathed in the warm, amber glow of floor lamps and the untangled strings of Christmas lights that now lazily draped over the mantle.

Sarah curled her legs beneath her on the plush velvet sofa, resting her head against Roberto’s shoulder as he absentmindedly traced circles on her forearm. She let out a soft groan, staring up at the ceiling. "Okay, reality check. We have approximately forty-eight hours until Christmas Day, the house is half-decorated, and not a single one of us has figured out what we are actually feeding eight people for Christmas dinner."

Rebecca, sitting on the opposite end of the couch with her knees pulled up, winced slightly. "Don't remind me. Every year since I married into this family, I’ve just watched Hattie perform kitchen magic. I’d chop onions or stir cranberry sauce, but she always orchestrated the whole symphony. I’ve never roasted a whole turkey or managed a holiday spread on my own."

"Me neither," Elizabeth chimed in from her spot on the floor, where she was leaning back against Leo’s knees while he gently braided strands of her dark, curly hair. "In our apartment in Arizona, our oven is basically an oversized toaster oven. If I tried to cook a multi-course holiday meal, the fire department would be at our door before the timer went off. Speaking of which—is Randy Nolan still the fire chief here? Because if I burn the kitchen down, he’s going to remember me throwing smoke bombs behind the high school bleachers in 2012."

Alton let out a booming laugh from the armchair across the room, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. "Randy Nolan is still chief, and trust me, Lizzie full-of-secrets, he hasn't forgotten anything you did. But let’s get back to the menu. Traditionally, what are we supposed to have? Mom always had a spreadsheet."

"Mom didn't use a spreadsheet, Alton, she used pure maternal telepathy and ancestral grit," Sarah corrected, pointing an accusing finger at her older brother. "She had the glazed ham, the roasted turkey, the giblet gravy, the dressing, the green bean casserole, the mac and cheese that took three types of cheddar and a prayer, the sweet potato pies, the peach cobbler, and about five other things that took three days of prep work."

Silence descended upon the room as the sheer magnitude of the culinary mountain settled over them.

Leo chuckled, resting his chin on Elizabeth’s shoulder. "Well, good news, team. None of us know how to cook any of that. So unless we want to order seventy more egg rolls from Mr. Chow, we need a game plan."

"Wait," Rebecca sat up straight, her eyes widening slightly as a thought hit her. "Can we even get a turkey or a ham this close to Christmas? Every grocery store within fifty miles closed early today for the holiday eve, and most of them have been wiped clean since Monday."

Alton stood up, running a hand over his close-cropped hair, his green eyes glinting with amusement. "Alright, don't panic. Small-town logistics to the rescue. First thing tomorrow morning, before the sun even thinks about coming up, the women are heading down to Oak Haven Grocery. Jim Smith always holds back a few emergency items for locals who wait until the absolute last minute. Meanwhile, we men will stay here, man the fort, turn on the football games, and see if any of our old high school buddies have leftover supplies in their deep freezers."

"You're sending us into a grocery store war zone on Christmas Eve morning?" Elizabeth asked, raising an eyebrow skeptically, though a grin tugged at her lips.

"I'm sending three brilliant, highly capable women into a battlefield where you will undoubtedly have to negotiate for your lives over the last can of cranberry sauce," Alton teased, dodging a small decorative pillow that Elizabeth instantly hurled at his head. He caught it effortlessly with a laugh. "Hey, watch it! I'm your elder and your provider of holiday housing!"

"You're an idiot," Elizabeth retorted, though she was smiling now.

Roberto looked down at Sarah, his dark eyes warm and steady. "Do you think you can work your magic with whatever Jim Smith has left on the shelves, cariño?"

Sarah smiled, leaning up to press a quick kiss to his jaw. "If Jim Smith only has a bag of flour, three potatoes, and a packet of gravy mix, I will turn it into a Michelin-star feast. We survived organic chemistry and pediatric residencies; we can survive a small-town grocery store on Christmas Eve."

"That's the Winstons spirit," Alton said, raising his mug of cider in a mock toast. "Tomorrow morning, Operation Christmas Dinner begins. May the odds be ever in our favor."
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Chapter Five: The Ghost of Christmas Past
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The night deepened over Brick Street, casting long, fractured shadows across the wainscoting of the hallway. Upstairs, the house seemed to breathe on its own, settling into the sub-zero temperatures sweeping down from the mountains.

Elizabeth slipped quietly out of her bedroom, her bare feet making silent contact with the cold hardwood floors. The light under Alton and Rebecca’s door had clicked off ten minutes ago, and the muffled murmur of Sarah and Roberto’s hushed conversation had finally faded down the hall. Everyone was asleep—or pretending to be.

She drifted down the corridor toward her parents’ old room, the door standing slightly ajar like an invitation left behind by mistake.

Pushing it open, she stepped inside. The scent was distinct, clinging to the heavy velvet drapes and the cedar-lined wardrobe: Hattie’s rosewater and vanilla, mixed with Willie’s crisp aftershave and worn leather. A lump caught in Elizabeth’s throat, sharp and agonizing.

She walked over to the side of the bed, trailing her fingertips across the dark mahogany nightstand. Resting right there in the center was a silver-framed photograph of Hattie and Willie taken on their thirtieth wedding anniversary. Willie was smiling that wide, infectious grin that lit up his dark eyes, his arm slung securely around Hattie’s waist while she laughed, her fair skin glowing under the sun, her bright blue eyes crinkling at the corners.

Elizabeth sank down onto the edge of the mattress, the springs dipping familiarly. She pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around her shins as the tears finally spilled over her lashes, hot and silent.

"I miss you," she whispered into the empty room, her voice breaking. "I’m scared, Mom. I eloped because I didn’t know how to stand up in front of a hundred people and pretend my heart wasn't split in half without you here. Are you mad at me? Would you tell me I rushed into it?"

Her gaze drifted past the nightstand and landed on the door of her mother’s walk-in closet, which was cracked open by an inch. Driven by an impulse she couldn't name, Elizabeth stood up and pulled the door wide.

Rows of Hattie’s cardigans, tailored slacks, and floral dresses hung in neat, orderly rows. Kneeling down on the floorboards of the closet, Elizabeth reached toward the back, her fingers brushing against a stack of dusty hat boxes and old luggage. Behind them sat a heavy, leather-bound volume with gold-embossed lettering: Winston Family Scrapbook.

Carefully pulling it out, she carried it back to the bed, sitting cross-legged under the glow of the amber streetlamp filtering through the window.

As she opened the cover, thick black paper pages revealed decades of memories frozen in time. Polaroids and glossy prints spilled out. There were pictures of Alton as a chunky-cheeked toddler with a massive curly afro and piercing green eyes, proudly holding a plastic shovel in the sandbox. There were photos of Sarah, fierce and laughing, posing with her middle-school science fair trophy. And pictures of Elizabeth herself—skinny-legged, gap-toothed, and grinning wildly while Willie lifted her high into the air on a trip to the Grand Canyon.

A soft gasp echoed from the doorway.

Elizabeth looked up, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. Sarah stood in the threshold, wrapped in an oversized knit sweater, her dark curls tumbling in a wild cloud around her shoulders. Her hazel eyes glistened with unshed tears.

"I thought I heard someone moving around down here," Sarah whispered, her voice thick with emotion. She stepped into the room, her bare feet padding softly across the rug. When she saw the photo album open in Elizabeth’s lap, her breath hitched.

"Found it in Mom's closet," Elizabeth said softly, her voice trembling.

Sarah didn't say another word. She walked over, sitting down right beside her younger sister on the mattress. She pulled her knees up, looping an arm around Elizabeth’s shoulders and pulling her close. Together, the two sisters stared down at the frozen moments of their childhood.

They turned the heavy pages slowly. They saw Hattie holding a burning pan of holiday turkey on some forgotten Christmas in the nineties, both parents laughing hysterically while smoke billowed behind them. They saw Willie teaching Alton how to shave in front of the bathroom mirror, holding a plastic razor with no blade.

A bubble of hysterical, tear-stained laughter burst from Sarah’s throat. "Look at Dad’s face. He looked so serious, like he was conducting open-heart surgery."

"And look at Alton’s hair," Elizabeth giggled through her tears, pointing at a picture of her older brother looking utterly mortified in high school. "He thought he looked like a runway model, but he looked like a startled alpaca."

The tension that had gripped the house since their arrival began to melt away, replaced by the warm, aching balm of shared memory. They sat there for hours, two grown women—a pediatric doctor and an air traffic controller—reclaiming the little girls they used to be, held safely in the ghost-filled walls of Brick Street.

Down the hall, the house rested in peace, waiting for the dawn of a long, cold, healing December.
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Chapter Six: Rewind and Reconnect
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Morning light crept slowly across Brick Street, painting the frost on the windows a pale, watery blue. The house was quiet, save for the rhythmic hum of the refrigerator and the muffled footsteps of Alton down in the garage.

Alton stood near the cluttered workbench where Willie used to tinker with old radios and lawnmower engines. Pushing aside a stack of dusty plastic bins, his hand bumped against a cardboard box tucked deep beneath a wooden shelf. He pulled it out, coughing as a cloud of attic dust puffed into the air. He flipped the flaps open and stared down at a treasure trove that instantly transported him back twenty years: a massive collection of black VHS tapes, labeled in Hattie’s neat cursive, alongside a heavy, silver-faced VCR unit that Willie had refused to throw out even when DVD players took over the world.

A grin spread across Alton’s face. "No way," he muttered under his breath.

Carrying the box and the player like precious cargo, Alton hauled them into the living room, setting them down on the coffee table with a heavy thud. Within ten minutes, he had managed to finagle the tangled cords behind the modern flat-screen television, patching the archaic yellow, white, and red AV cables into the side inputs.

By the time Sarah, Rebecca, Elizabeth, Leo, and Roberto filtered into the living room wrapped in fleece bathrobes and holding steaming mugs of coffee, Alton was pressing power on the VCR. The machine whined, spat
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