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For all those near and dear to my heart who truly know there is no place like home.






Prologue




Loretta Cisco, founder and CEO of Cisco Candies, opened the screen door leading to the back porch, Freddie, her golden retriever, at her side. The door squeaked and groaned just the way an old screen door is supposed to creak and groan. Just the way her old bones creaked and groaned, she thought. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.


It was autumn, her favorite time of the year. Even though she couldn’t see the gold-and-bronze leaves because of the milky white cataracts covering her eyes, she could smell the air in the foothills of the Allegheny Mountains. To her, autumn had its own distinctive smell, just as the other seasons did.


She knew where every tree, every bush, every flower, every twig was. After all, she’d lived her entire life here in the rich foothills of the mountains. Oh, she had a fancy apartment in New York, where Cisco Candies had its corporate offices, and yes, she visited it twice a year. But it had never been home. Home was this winterized cottage she’d expanded and improved upon. She even had a big, old barn where she kept her car, her grandchildren’s three red jet skis on their trailer, their mountain bikes, snowmobiles, sleds, winter skis, water skis, Sam’s canoe and all his mountain-climbing equipment, and all the gear a set of triplets needed to get through their young lives. She knew where everything was in the barn, too, because when she got lonely, she’d walk out there with Freddie, touch the various things, and her memories would surface. More often than not, she cried.


Loretta walked across the porch, past the four Adirondack chairs with the heavy padding, past the round table with the hurricane lamp in the middle, until she was at the top of the steps. Freddie inched her closer to the railing. She smiled as she carefully descended the four steps to the garden path. Her hands reached out to touch the holly bushes. She had four. Most people didn’t know you needed a male and a female bush to get the lush red berries that were so precious at Christmastime. Her hands worked at the prickly leaves until she felt the different sprays of berries. The berries were probably still green and would not turn red till around November. They felt full and lush this year. She wished she could see them, for she loved holly, especially the variegated kind. For sure they would have fresh holly in the house for the holidays.


She bent down at the end of the holly row to let her fingers touch the velvety petals of the chrysanthemums, which were as big and round as bushel baskets. She hoped they looked vibrant this year. There were four that were a deep purple in color, two lemon yellow, and nine bronze with gold tips. They were almost as old as she was. She wondered how many people knew you had to pinch the suckers off the plants to make them grow round and fat. Just like you had to pinch them off tomato plants. She hadn’t known it either until a neighbor told her.


She continued her walk to the little garden she’d planted when the triplets were born. Freddie nudged her leg again, signaling her that she was slightly off course. Three birch trees. Her son had carved all their initials in the spindly trunks, which had expanded over the years. Her hands could no longer encompass them and the initials were still there. Jonathan had said he wanted their names to withstand time and the elements, Sara, Hannah, and Sam. Then hers, and Jonathan’s, and, of course, Margie’s. She’d always felt a little guilty over those three trees, wondering why she’d never planted one when her son was born. The best answer she could come up with was, it had been a different time, and people had thought differently back then. Her touch was reverent as her fingers traced the carvings. So many years ago.


“Let’s check out the pumpkin patch, Freddie. The temperature is starting to drop, and I can feel the sun starting to fade.” She walked slowly, savoring the warmth of the late-afternoon sun. “Ah, we’re here. Show me where they are, Freddie. Oh, I wish I could see them. I guess I have to get down on my knees and feel around.” She’d planted six pumpkin plants in the early spring, the way she did every year. Her eyes hadn’t been so bad back then. On her knees, her arms stretched out, she counted them. Nineteen pumpkins, each as big as a beach ball. When the triplets were little, they’d carved them all and lined them up along the driveway, the candles in the center glowing brightly in the dark night. The triplets were in college now and didn’t come home for Halloween. She still planted the pumpkins, though; she thought of it as a tradition rather than a habit.


It was Sam who loved to toast the seeds. Sometimes he put sugar on them, sometimes salt. Then, when he was all finished, Sara and Hannah would snatch them away. Sam was so good-natured, he’d just shake his head and make another batch.


Loretta dusted off her hands and knees. The wind picked up, ruffling her snow-white hair. She looked up, knowing she was standing under the old sycamore where they picnicked every year. Her voice cracked slightly when her hand reached down to pat her loyal companion. “I love this place, Freddie. I think I would die if I ever had to leave here. My whole life is here, along with all my memories. I wouldn’t know what to do someplace else.” Freddie barked to show she understood as she guided her mistress back up the garden path to the back porch.


When she reached the top of the steps and walked past the four Adirondack chairs, she stopped to smell the air. Someone over the hill, probably the new neighbor she’d heard about, was burning leaves. She dearly loved the smell. Another memory.


Her kitchen wasn’t modern like the ones she saw in the glossy magazines because she didn’t want a shiny state-of-the-art kitchen. It wasn’t that she didn’t like new things, she did, but this kitchen was hers and she simply liked it the way it was. She’d laughed there, cried there, comforted her son and grandchildren there. It was where they’d congregated after her daughter-in-law’s funeral. It was where they sat holding hands, wondering how they were going to go on without Margie. They did go on because they had no other choice.


Loretta poured herself a cup of coffee and carried it to the old scarred table that could sit eight comfortably.


It was a large, old-fashioned kitchen. Maybe that’s why she loved it so. The stove was old, with six burners and pilot lights that miraculously never went out. The oven was just warm enough to dry the orange peels and cinnamon sticks she replenished from time to time. The scent carried through the old house, even to the second floor. The triplets said they loved coming into the house because they loved the smell. The refrigerator was an old-timer, too, big enough to hold enough food for an army. The triplets, her son, Freddie, and herself were her army. The heavy-duty dishwasher was her only concession to what she called modern wizardry. She only used it when the triplets were home. The cabinets were painted white, with beveled glass insets. The windows, and there were six of them, were diamond-paned and adorned with red-and-white-checkered curtains. They probably needed to be washed by now because she hadn’t touched them since she did her spring cleaning. The floor was old, craggy, and ridged, heart of pine. It was beautiful because she’d cared for it lovingly. She knew every crack, every ridge, every knothole. Rag rugs she’d braided herself were by the sink and stove. When it was time to clean them, she hung them over the banister on the back porch, hosed them off with soapy water, and let them dry in the sun. They were old, too, at least thirty years or more.


She walked around the big, old kitchen, touching the bright ceramic apple that held Freddie’s chews instead of cookies. The triplets had made the apple at summer camp one year. Her hands reached out to touch the raised hearth that was arm level with her rocker. In the winter she planted seedlings and kept the little clay pots in the corner where it was nice and warm and got just the right amount of sun from the nearby window.


There probably wouldn’t be any seedlings this year. There probably wouldn’t be a garden either.


What she loved most about her kitchen was the cavernous fireplace that took up one whole wall of the room. In the winter months, she spent most of her time right there in the kitchen, rocking in her mother’s old rocker, knitting scarves no one ever wore. When her vision had turned bad, she’d stopped knitting and started to listen to books on tape. She had tons of them, thanks to the triplets. One of Freddie’s five beds was next to Loretta’s rocker, along with a pile of her toys. Sometimes they both slept in the kitchen—she in her rocker, Freddie in her bed.


Loretta finished her coffee. It was time to start dinner. First she removed the tray with the orange peels and cinnamon sticks from the oven. She leaned over to listen to the click of the oven switch. It was one click for 325 degrees and two clicks for 350. When she heard the second click, she lowered the oven door and turned to the refrigerator. She withdrew two trays. Meat loaf, mashed potatoes, peas and carrots, and cauliflower. She added two biscuits from a Ziploc bag and placed the trays in the oven.


It was time to wash up for dinner, and time to listen to the six o’clock news on the television.


It was after eight o’clock when Loretta put away the last dish, let Freddie out, and then changed into her nightgown and robe, and let Freddie back in. She was going to sit on the rocker and listen to a new book on tape her grandson Sam had sent her.


Another day was coming to a close.


Before Loretta settled herself in the rocker, she reached into the cookie jar for one of Freddie’s rawhide chews. Now they were ready to settle down for the night. No, not quite. She needed the portable phone her son had given her last year. He’d programmed it, too. She didn’t have to dial a number, just press 1, 2, or 3. The number 1 on the dial was Jonathan himself, the triplets were number 2, and Harry Nathan, her doctor, was number 3. It was unlikely anyone would call her. Jonathan was too busy, or so he said, and the triplets called every day at noon, so they wouldn’t be calling again at night. Harry Nathan never called. Secretly she suspected he couldn’t remember she was his patient. She really needed to think about getting a new doctor, a young, savvy one who didn’t creak and moan and groan. All the rest of her friends were either gone or living in retirement villages, hoping relatives would visit or call. At least once in a while.


If she kept this up, she was going to start feeling sorry for herself, then she would end up crying herself to sleep.


Maybe if she’d listened to her own advice, she wouldn’t have cried and wouldn’t have slipped on the braided rug by the sink when she went to get the portable phone. One second she was standing upright, the phone in her hand, the next she was on the floor, her arm pinned under her chest. Pain ricocheted up her arm.


She knew her arm was probably broken. In the time it took her heart to beat twice, she knew her life was never going to be the same. Freddie licked Loretta’s face and whimpered at her side. God in heaven, what will happen to my beloved dog? She did her best to slide backward so that her back rested against the cabinet under the sink.


With her good hand she placed the portable phone in her lap, her finger tracing the numbers. She pressed the number 3 and waited until she heard Harry Nathan’s reedy voice. “It’s Loretta, Harry. I think I broke my arm. I’m going to need some medical attention. Of course I want you to come out here. I’m blind with cataracts, Harry, or did you forget? Do you expect me to get in a car and drive to you? Of course I’ll wait for you. Where could I possibly go?”


Loretta drew a deep breath before she pressed the number 1. She really didn’t think her son would be home, and he wasn’t. She left a message. She wouldn’t call the triplets because they’d drop everything, pile into their car, and drive there at ninety miles an hour. They would do it because they loved her. She wondered, as she struggled with the pain, how long it would take her son to arrive. If he arrived.


Freddie barked thirty minutes later at the sound of a car pulling up to the house, but she didn’t leave her mistress’s side.


Harry Nathan was a small, stooped man, with a short beard and wire-rimmed glasses. He looked down at his patient. “This is a fine mess, Loretta. How many times this past year did I tell you to get yourself a live-in housekeeper? Well?”


Long years of familiarity allowed Loretta to snap at her doctor. “Shut up, Harry, and help me. I guess we have to go to the clinic, is that it?”


“No, we are not going to my clinic. I’m too old to be setting bones. I’m taking you to the hospital.”


“Fine, but I’m not staying there, so get that idea right out of your head. You wait for me and bring me back here. Do we understand each other, Harry? The reason I have to come back tonight is Freddie. Swear to me, Harry.”


“All right, all right. Here, let me help you up. Now, where are your insurance cards?”


“In my purse. Put my afghan over my shoulders. I can’t put my coat on.”


Three hours later Freddie whooped her pleasure when Dr. Harry Nathan ushered his patient back into the house. “She’s rocky, Freddie, so I think we’ll let her sleep it off on this rocker,” he said, helping Loretta get comfortable.


“Loretta, I’m going to leave two pills on a saucer, and a glass of water on the hearth. You won’t have to get up that way. You’re going to have some pain, so be prepared. I want you to call me if things get bad. I’ll check on you in the morning. I’m thinking we can take those cataracts off in a few months.”


“Go home, Harry, and let me sleep. Is Freddie all right?”


When Freddie took her place next to Loretta, Harry turned off the lights, leaving only a night-light on in the kitchen and the light in the hall leading to the downstairs bathroom. He patted Loretta’s shoulder, and said softly, “It’s hell getting old, my friend, but it beats the alternative. Sleep well.” He let himself out quietly. Tomorrow was not going to be a good day, he could feel it in his bones.


*  *  *


Jonathan Cisco arrived at noon the following day. His jaw was grim, his eyes furious as he stalked his way into the kitchen, where his mother was sitting in the rocker. He wasted no time. “I told you this was going to happen, didn’t I, Mom? Why didn’t you listen to me? Dr. Nathan and I both urged you to get a live-in but you wouldn’t hear of it. This is what happens when you don’t listen. Now, until those cataracts come off, you’re going to Laurel Hills where you can be looked after properly. I don’t want any more calls in the middle of the night. I have a lot on my plate right now, Mom, and I don’t want to have to worry about you hurting yourself.”


Loretta reared up in her chair. “It wasn’t the middle of the night. It wasn’t even nine o’clock, and I am not going to that stainless steel assisted-living facility. Get that idea right out of your head. This is my house, and I’m not leaving. Go away, Jonathan. I’m sorry I called you. You have no idea how sorry I am.”


“You’re going, Mom, even if I have to carry you. I arranged everything. It wasn’t easy either. You can take Freddie with you. That took some doing, but I managed. I’m going to pack your things, and that’s my last word. Tell me what you want to take with you.”


“Jonathan, please, I don’t want to go there. I saw that place once, and it’s awful. Freddie will hate it. I don’t belong in a place like that. Please, son, listen to me.”


“Mom, you’re going, and that’s final. It’s for your own good.”


Loretta Cisco shriveled into herself. She was beaten, and she knew it. She was blind, she had a broken arm, and she had a dog who needed to be cared for. What chance did she have against her son? None.


I’ll die there, she thought. I’ll never see this place again.


An hour later, she was in her son’s car. They were almost to the top of the little rise above the cottage. She rolled down the window and stuck her head out. The scent of burning leaves wafted through the window. She couldn’t see her beloved little cottage in the valley, but she could smell it. Loretta waved good-bye. Freddie threw back her head and howled. And then she barked her own good-bye.


If this is all God is going to give me, so be it.
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The Cisco triplets stared at one another across the table, shivering inside their warm ski jackets. They ordered hot chocolate from a weary-looking waitress.


Sam, the youngest of the triplets by seven whole minutes, finally spoke. “Will somebody please tell me what the hell we’re doing here in New York City, anyway? We should have gone to the mountains like we planned. I hate it that we switched up, and Cisco is spending Thanksgiving by herself. I thought we had more guts than to kowtow to our father and his new…squeeze.”


Hard-Hearted Hannah, as she came to be known during their childhoods, punched her brother’s upper arm. “We’re here because Granny Cisco insisted we do what Dad said. It’s one of Dad’s command performances, so let’s just make the best of it. It’s a lousy day and a half out of our lives, okay? I think we’re tough enough to handle whatever he throws at us.”


Sara, a.k.a. Sassy Sara, folded her arms across her chest, still unwilling to remove her down jacket. She looked around, knowing they were causing a small stir in the coffee shop. It was uncanny the way the three of them mirrored one another. They had the same curly reddish-brown hair, the same smattering of freckles across the bridges of their noses. Their eyes were a startling blue that turned a pearl gray when something distressed them. At present their eyes were pearl gray, their well-defined jaws grim. And their noses twitched, another sign of anxiety. People did tend to stare at identical twins, and their brother looked so much like the girls that it was sometimes difficult to tell them apart when they were dressed in bulky clothing with their woolen hats on. When the caps were removed, of course, Sam stood out like a beacon, because of his close-cropped hair. Once, in their senior year in high school, Sam had let his hair grow when they did a skit pretending to be the McGuire Sisters. Not that any of their peers knew who the McGuire Sisters were, but they did bring down the house. “We’re outta there the minute they serve dessert. Do either one of you have a problem with that?” Sara’s tone clearly said they’d better not have a problem with it. She was the oldest by seven minutes, and as such was the ring-leader of the trio.


As one, they cupped their hands around the steaming mugs of hot chocolate. As a rule, they moved in sync, and this time it was no different. They even sipped the hot drink on cue.


“I’m pissed. Not just a little bit pissed but big-time pissed,” Hannah growled, menace ringing in her voice. “How could he do such an ugly thing and not tell us until after the fact? We aren’t little kids anymore. We’re seniors in college. We’re grown-ups,” she clarified, her freckles bunching into a knot over the bridge of her nose.


Sam poked at the tiny marshmallows in his cup with his index finger. His lips compressed into a tight line across his face at his sister’s words. “Slapping Granny Cisco into an assisted-living facility is not my idea of a united family. We need to spring her. Why’d he do it? All I need is one reason. Just one lousy reason.”


It was Sara’s turn to make a comment. “Because he wants to take control of Cisco Candies without interference from Cisco. He has a new playmate now, and he probably needs to feel important. Men his age do stupid things like this when they go through a midlife crisis. I read that in a book somewhere. She’s only twenty-nine, seven years older than we are. Cisco said Dad met her in a health club.”


“The best part of this, if there is a best part, is Cisco is allowed to have Freddie with her,” Hannah said, referring to her grandmother’s seven-year-old golden retriever. “What I don’t understand is why she couldn’t continue to stay at the cottage. Hell, she could afford to have a whole team of medical people help her twenty-four/seven. So she stumbles around a little because of her cataracts, so what? I know, I know, they have to be ripe before they can be removed. She knows that cottage by heart. So she broke her arm, so what? She slipped on the kitchen rug. She’s only seventy-four and not ready to be put out to pasture, which is what I think Dad wants. Why didn’t she fight? Cisco has weathered all kinds of storms, but she caved on this. I just don’t get it.” She was so breathless in her anger, she deflated like a pricked balloon.


“Damn it, Hanny, she didn’t fight because Dad blindsided her. She didn’t see it coming. No pun intended. Her own son, our father, did that to her, and he broke her heart by doing it. His explanation was, it was for her own good. He said broken bones at her age never mend properly, and he didn’t want to feel responsible if she took another tumble.


“Dad also said the cottage is so isolated Cisco could take a bad fall and no one would know because she’s too stubborn to have help. We all know she refuses to wear her hearing aids. He made a big deal out of that, too. He got three doctors to sign off on it and was prepared to go to court if Cisco balked. She just caved, it’s that simple. You do that when someone breaks your heart. I say we take off the next semester and stay with her at the cottage. Let’s take a vote.”


“Yesss,” Hannah and Sam said, their fists shooting in the air.


“Okay. Now, which one of us is going to break the news to good old Dad?”


“You’re the oldest. Take a guess,” Hannah said.


“Okay. Before or after dinner?”


“Let’s play it by ear. We’ll know when the time is right. I want to make sure we’re straight on something. We’re going home for Christmas, right? Who cares what Dad and his nubile squeeze do. We spring Cisco and take her back home even if we have to kidnap her, right?” Sam’s face was so fierce, his siblings reached out to him as they nodded.


“That’s right, little brother. We’ve never missed a Christmas with Cisco yet, and this is not the year to start,” Sara said tightly. Three hands slapped down on the table, one covering the other. “If Dad has other plans, we can live with it.”


“It’s time to go,” Hannah said, fishing money out of her pocket to pay for the hot chocolate. “I can’t wait to see what this one looks like,” she said, referring to her father’s latest companion. “Anyone want to bet she has big tits, collagen lips, and a tight ass?”


“That’s a sucker bet,” Sam snarled as he struggled with his backpack, gloves, and jacket.


Hannah shrugged into her jacket, aware that the other customers were staring at them. Their smiles were forced as they left the warm, steamy coffee shop for the walk to their grandmother’s apartment at the Dakota, the historic apartment building on Manhattan’s Upper West Side.


Forty-five minutes later, they rode the elevator to the ninth floor. Hannah reached into her pocket for her key.


“Forget it, the locks have probably been changed,” Sara said. “We ring the bell and wait. Don’t you get it, we’re guests now? It’s a whole new ball game this time around.”


“I don’t doubt you for a minute, big sister, but let’s be sure. Ah, right as usual,” Hannah said, withdrawing the key from the lock. She gave an elaborate shrug as she kicked the door instead of ringing the bell. When there was no response, she kicked it again, this time louder. “Look, I made a smudge,” she said, pointing to an ugly black mark at the base of the door.


The door swung wide. Jonathan Cisco stared at his children. “The doorbell really does work,” he said coolly. He was a tall man. A handsome man with the same curly redbrown hair as his children, and the same blue eyes. Eyes that were now pearl gray just like the triplets’. Not yet fifty, he carried his years well, in part because of his daily workouts, good eating habits, and eight hours of sleep a night, not to mention drinking the requisite eight glasses of water a day. He stood aside for the triplets to enter their grandmother’s apartment. His apartment now.


“Oh myyy God!” Hannah wailed.


“I hate it!” Sara cried.


“You sure move fast, Dad,” Sam said, looking around at the glaring black-and-white decor. “I never saw a black flower before. I guess you did all this redecorating before you slapped Cisco in that place. Looks like a major undertaking to me. Like you planned it way ahead of time. My opinion, for whatever it’s worth, is it’s ugly.”


Hannah ran into the apartment and down the hall. Sara and Sam ran after her when they heard her high-pitched squeal of distress. Their eyes were wild with horror as they surveyed the three bedrooms that had at one time been theirs. Hannah’s room was black and white with purple accents. Sara’s was black and white with red accents. Sam’s was black and white with blue accents.


“Where’s our stuff?” they asked in unison. “Where’s Mom’s picture? The family picture with all of us in it?”


Jonathan Cisco had the grace to look ashamed. He turned away. “In storage. It was mostly just clutter. I thought since you will be graduating in the spring, you’d all be finding your own places to live. I know young college grads don’t want to live with their parents.”


“Now, you see, Dad, that’s where you’re wrong,” Hard-Hearted Hannah said, living up to her childhood name. “We did plan on coming back here for as long as it takes to find really, really high-paying jobs. New York is where the job market is. What’s better than paying no rent? Nothing, that’s what. I want my stuff back.” Her voice dripped ice. “And I damn well want Mom’s picture back.”


They closed ranks then and drew together. Their father realized that he would get nowhere with them. The proverbial brick wall. He shrugged as he prepared to walk out of the room.


“We want to talk about Cisco and what you did to her. She’s our grandmother, and she damn well raised us, no thanks to you, Dad. How could you do that to her? How?” Sam demanded, his voice all choked up.


“I did it because it was the right thing to do. I’m sad to say your grandmother is becoming feeble. She needs to be looked after properly. She needs to eat properly, rest properly, and take her medication on time, not when and if she thinks about it. If she were to fall, she could very well become incapacitated. She couldn’t handle that. She would never be the same again. I don’t think any of us want that for her. I know I don’t. She can’t see, and she can’t handle the business anymore. I’m doing her the biggest favor of her life by making sure she’s safe and sound. She’ll get used to the new routine at the facility. And they made a special concession for her to keep Freddie with her.”


“Favor!” the triplets shouted in unison.


“This is not negotiable, and I do not have to explain to any of you why and what I do. Now, it might be a good idea for you to settle in. I have to go out now for an important meeting. I won’t be home till quite late, so don’t wait up for me. I hired a housekeeper some time ago, and she’ll prepare dinner for you. It’s nice to see you all,” he added as an afterthought.


When the door closed behind their father, the triplets huddled together the way they had when they were children. Their eyes were misty with unshed tears, their bodies trembling. Hannah was the first one to speak. “I can’t sleep in a black-and-white room. I need my junk. I need to see Mom’s picture before I fall asleep. And I hate the color purple. Do you think he had the balls to change Cisco’s room?”


They created their own wind tunnel as they raced down the hall and around the corner to their grandmother’s room. Her hand shaking, Sara turned the knob. They literally wilted in relief when they saw the room was intact. “We sleep in here. Hanny and I get the bed. Sam, you get the couch. It’s just as comfortable as the bed. Look, there’s Freddie’s bed. God, this feels so good.” She bounced on the bed to make her point.


“It smells just like Cisco,” Sam said inhaling deeply. “Just like her,” he said happily.


Hannah swooned as she flopped down on Freddie’s bed.


Sara reared up. She fiddled with her tight curly hair until she had it in a tidy bun at the nape of her neck. “We need a plan.”


*  *  *


To Jonathan Cisco’s chagrin, on Thanksgiving Day his children trooped into the dining room attired in jeans and sweatshirts that said Penn State on the front. They waited expectantly for their father to introduce the young woman at his side. “Alexandra, I’d like you to meet my children—Hannah, Sara, and Sam.” The triplets nodded, their heads barely moving.


“I’ve heard so much about you,” Alexandra gushed. “What interesting lives you’ve led, and you’re not yet, what is it, twenty-two?”


The triplets offered up grimaces.


“And you would be…how old?” Hard-Hearted Hannah asked.


“Forever twenty-nine,” Alexandra said with a tight smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


“What is it you do?” Sara asked politely.


“I’m a decorator. Right now I’m between jobs.”


Sam slapped at his forehead. “Now why did I know you were going to say that.” He looked around at the black-and-white furniture, the chrome and glass that seemed to be everywhere, disgust written all over his features.


“Your eyeballs really stand at attention in a room like this. I find it cold and austere. What happened to all my grandmother’s things? The antiques in particular. I guess black and white is in this year,” Sara said.


“Actually, black and white is in. I like things that are clean and crisp. Jon said he likes what I’ve done. Your grandmother’s things were placed in storage. I made sure to catalog everything. How do you like the way your rooms turned out?”


Hard-Hearted Hannah answered for all of them. “Actually,” she said drawing out the word the way Alexandra had, “we pretty much think they stink. We’ve been hanging out in Cisco’s room. Is it time to eat?”


“No, it isn’t time to eat,” Jonathan snapped. “We’re having cocktails because there’s something I want to talk to all of you about. The least you could have done is dress for dinner. The three of you look like homeless people.”
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