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PROLOGUE

Max

Narrator: Nestled in the trees, off to the left of the reindeer barn and yards away from the commotion of holiday lovers in the year-­round Christmas town of Kringle, is the quaint yet grandiose log cabin that belongs to Otto and Ida Maxheimer.

With their family of five, Otto and Ida live on the pine-­covered land of Evergreen Farm with their three boys, Felix, Ansel, and Atlas.

Let me introduce them to you.

Felix Joseph Maxheimer, the oldest of the three, an avid weather observer known for his vast knowledge of lagers, loves being right about everything and enjoys watching men in black rain boots sans shirts, preferably wielding a snow shovel and dancing to the tune of “Run Rudolph Run.” In town, he’s part owner of Toboggan Tours, a touring company that takes visitors out on electric snowmobiles to Candy John Hill for sledding and through the mountains just past the town of Kringle.

Then there’s Ansel Daniel Maxheimer, the middle child, known for instigating trouble with everything and everyone who gets in his way. He is a fan of jam, wingless angels, and chaotic pizza reviews on the internet, preferably cheese ones. Occasionally classified as immature, he’s the other owner of Toboggan Tours. Being the talent of the operation, he brings the entertainment to every patron on a snowmobile.

And finally the youngest of the brood is Atlas Peter Maxheimer, known around town as simply Max. He has an enigmatic charm about him and the presence of a six-­foot-­four lumberjack with a knack for making people smile. The complete opposite of his grumpy best friend, Cole Black, over on Whistler Lane is full of life, slightly dramatic in the best way, and a bit overripe . . . some around town might say.

Which makes him the perfect character to frame an entire story around.

Let me set the scene for you.

*Clears throat*

It’s a crisp Thanksgiving Day. A semidry turkey slathered in gravy has been consumed by the bushel of men in the house, the famous Maxheimer sour cream apple pie has been devoured, no crumbs left behind, and Grandpa M is asleep in front of the fire, resting his geriatric body on the braided rug that was constructed of clothes from Grandma and Grandpa M’s early marriage.

Ida and Otto are engaging in an intense game of rummy at the dining room table, where spiral-­tapered green candles in gold angel candleholders light the room.

Felix and Ansel are perched on the couch, beers in hand, watching football while talking about the party of fifteen from Illinois they’re hosting the next day.

The house is calm, quiet, and peaceful, and everything seems to be right in the world until . . .
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“Mom! Dad!” I fling the door open to the house, panic constricting my chest as I try to catch my breath. “Invaders.” I press my hands to my knees, gasping for air. “In . . . vaders.”

The house falls silent, only the faint sound of a football game playing in the background as my brothers both turn in my direction.

“Jesus, Atlas,” Ansel says from the couch, staring at me with a what the fuck is wrong with you expression. “You startled Grandpa M.” Ansel gestures to Grandpa M, who’s still sleeping on the braided rug in front of the fireplace.



Grandpa M grumbles and then latches on to one of those realistic cat pillows that my mom insists is a charming decoration. Though the consensus among the men is that the cat comes alive at night and scratches on the bedroom doors.

Felix has sworn he’s heard it.

Ansel has sworn he’s seen it.

“What is going on in here?” Dad asks, walking into the living room in his white cable-­knit sweater, hands on his hips.

I lift up and lean against the front door, still out of breath from the all-­out sprint I just made through the backwoods of our family property, barely avoiding a cracked skull from tripping over a broken log. “Invaders on our land. There’re invaders.”

“Invaders?” Mom asks, joining us in her plaid dress, which she wears every Thanksgiving in preparation for the start of Christmas. “What on earth are you talking about?”

Keeping his eyes on the TV in front of him, my oldest brother, Felix, says, “Apparently there are invaders on the property. Alert the town crier.” He lifts his bottle of beer and takes a drink.

Apparently football is more important to him than the possible chance of his family farm being taken over.

“There are invaders,” I say, my breath more even now. “On the property. I heard them when I was on my after-­turkey-­consumption walk. They were talking, and I heard them—­”

“Talking, ooo, scary,” Ansel says as he picks up my mom’s coffee table book of Christmas markets around the world and flips to the chapter on France. “People talking calls for battening down the hatches and calling in the National Guard. Felix, grab the blowtorch. If the talkers come close, we’ll roast their heads off.”

“Roasting heads off? Seems like a pretty harsh punishment for just talking,” Felix adds.

Ansel lifts his fist to the air. “The talkers must pay.”



And this is my family. Not a single one of them takes me seriously.

Expression flat—­and somewhat annoyed—­I say, “This is not a joking matter. They were talking about the property behind ours. You know the empty lot.”

Grandpa M coughs, his whole body convulsing until he rolls to his back and snores into the air.

Dad rubs his forehead. “Atlas, you can’t come charging into the house like that, startling us all just to say there are people talking on the other end of the property.”

“Really, dear,” Mom says. “We love you, but ever since you won the Christmas Kringle competition last year, it seems like your dramatic ways have kicked up a notch.”

I beg your pardon, Mother?

Standing taller, I ask, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Gently, Mom places her hand on my shoulder. “You seem to have a flair for . . . embellishing. And this started when you entered the competition last year, addressing everyone in town as sir and madam, wearing a top hat and tipping it to every passerby . . . strutting up on stage as a dog again, panting in shorts far too short for you.” Whispering, she says, “Sherry and Tanya are still talking about your jiggly bits.”

Narrator: Just to step in for a moment, our matriarch of the story is talking about the town’s Christmas competition to see who is the most Christmassy of all. It’s an annual competition between six competitors who are put through several mini-­contests to earn points. The year before last, Cole, the best friend, battled it out against his now wife, Storee. Last year, Max took on the treasured contest and won. His ego has yet to deflate since winning, especially since Cole didn’t take the crown when he entered.

“There is nothing jiggly on my body,” I say, insulted.

“I have video that proves otherwise,” Ansel says while examining a page in the book, using his finger to trace the edges of the Eiffel Tower.

Letting out a frustrated breath, I say, “Listen, I’m not embellishing, and I’m not being dramatic. There were people talking out in the woods, discussing the development of the land. Development,” I enunciate. “Don’t you care?”

Stepping up, Dad says, “Atlas, I appreciate the concern, but there’s no reason for you to be barging into our peaceful home like you did to let us know that people are talking about the land next to ours. You have no idea if they’re just chatting or if they’re really interested, nor will it have any effect on us.”

“Uh, I think barging is necessary when they could possibly try to copy our idea. You know the acreage on that land? Thirty, Dad. There are thirty acres of prime space ready to just take over what we have created.”

“Jesus, Atlas,” Felix says, his eyes fixated on the TV in front of him. “First of all, that land has been vacant for years. No one even knows who owns it. Second of all, there are strict regulations within Kringle that prevent businesses from replicating another business in town, so even if the people who are supposedly talking on the other side of the property are thinking about purchasing the land, they have no ability or right to replicate Evergreen Farm.”

“He’s right,” Ansel adds. “Which in return makes you wrong, Atlas.” He clears his throat and then turns the book toward me. “Atlas, you’re what the French call les imbéciles.”

What a douche. Just say imbecile, you nimrod.

Ignoring my brothers, I raise my voice. “I’m not fucking around. I heard them say farm. They’re starting a farm.”

“Atlas—­”

“Dad, I’m serious, okay? They’re going to take over Evergreen Farm!”

Grandpa M startles awake and nearly chokes on his own saliva as he sits up and sputters out a cough.

Ansel is quick to the ground, patting on Grandpa M’s back, coddling the old man. “Hand me my beer,” Ansel says to Felix, who hands him the beer. Helping Grandpa M take a sip, Ansel looks over his shoulder at me. “Look what you did, you jerk. Grandpa M is now awake from his slumber.”

I rub my fingers on my temple, feeling like I’ve walked into an alternate universe where what I say has no validity. Uh, hello, it’s me, Atlas. Doesn’t anyone care? Isn’t anyone worried? Evergreen Farm has been passed down from Grandpa M to my parents, soon to be passed down to me. The last thing I want to do is be the one who fucks up the family business by not exposing any potential enemies coming our way.

“Atlas,” Dad says softly. “I think you should go upstairs and just . . . cool off. It’s been a long day, and the busy holiday season starts tomorrow. Perhaps you should get some rest.”

“Dad,” I say in a pleading tone. “I’m not lying. There were people.”

“I know.” He pats my shoulder passively. “I know. But best you get some sleep.”

“But I’m supposed to take Grandpa M home.”

“The boys will take care of that. You just . . . you just go upstairs.”

When I glance around at my family, noticing all eyes on me, a mixture of annoyed and humored, I take that as a sign that maybe I really should just disappear . . . for the night.

Head held high, I move toward the stairs. “Mark my words, when someone starts developing that land and starts their very own tree farm, I’ll sit back and say, You should have listened to me. ”

With that, I head up to the attic, where I’m temporarily living while I save enough money to build my very own log cabin on the family property.

They’ll feel like such fools when this ends. Just watch. I’ll sourly laugh in their faces and point.

Taking my phone out, I text Cole, because if anyone will believe me, it’s my best friend.

He placates me.

He supports me.



He is the sounding board I need right now.

Max: There were invaders on the land today! Fucking scallywags thinking they can take over Evergreen Farm. Can you believe that? Not very Thanksgiving-­y if you ask me.

I stretch out on my four-­poster bed and let the rich red comforter suck me into its warmth as I stare up at the attic ceiling. They will regret not listening to me.

Regret it!

My phone dings with a response.

Smiling, I open up the text, ready to be welcomed with sympathy and understanding.

Cole: You’re such a fucking disease, man.

Nostrils flared, I set my phone down and shut my eyes.

Jerks. All of them.







CHAPTER ONE

Max

Narrator: The house is quiet.

Not a soul in sight while Max lies half hanging off the bed, still in his shoes from his walk the night before. The sun is peeking in through the porthole window off to the right.

His mouth feels like cotton.

His muscles have been stretched in the most uncomfortable way.

And he’s not nearly close to being ready for the Christmas tree season to begin. Because despite being told he was crazy, he could not stop thinking about the invaders from the night before, leading to night terrors and thoughts of Evergreen Farm going out of business.

Remember when I said he leans toward the dramatic? Well, here we go.

[image: ]

“Do you really think that?”

Narrator: Um, you’re not supposed to be interacting with me.

“I respect that, but just out of curiosity, will you be here the entire time?”

Narrator: Yes.

“Good to know. Then if that’s the case, can I ask one thing?”

Narrator: Sure.

“The whole invader situation, did that really happen, or are you siding with my family on the he’s crazy thing?”



Narrator: It happened.

“I fucking knew it!”

Narrator: Now, please, on with the story.

[image: ]

I rub my eyes as the sun nearly blinds me through the porthole window as I slowly sit up in bed.

“Motherfucker,” I say as I grip my lower back. “Jesus. Why did I sleep like that?”

I lower my feet to the ground, realizing I wore my boots and coat to bed. Did my family somehow shoot me with a tranquilizer, and I didn’t notice?

I shed my coat and boots, and head to the makeshift bathroom my dad and I built when I moved back into my childhood home.

At the age of thirty, the last thing you want to do is start a new chapter by shacking up with your parents again, but when my dad presented me with the idea of taking over the farm at some point and building my own home on the property, I knew I had one option: move back in so I could save the money to build my own place.

So here I am.

Living in my parents’ attic because my childhood room is now my mom’s craft room, and I prefer the privacy of the third-­floor attic with low ceilings, even if I’m a six-­four man and fear there’s a spider in my bed every night. Not to mention the makeshift shower that consists of just a tub with a showerhead and a curtain circling around it. It all screams I’m moving up in life—­definitely not nearing rock bottom in the slightest.

Also, fun fact: I use the shower as a sink and a place to bathe. Really high-­end over here.

Don’t worry, there’s a toilet too. I refused to use the bucket Ansel jokingly gave me when he heard I was moving into the attic.



I turn on the shower and start taking care of business, making sure to do an extra special clean of the teeth, flossing and using two rounds of mouthwash. Once dried off, I slip on a pair of boxer briefs and a green robe. My morning routine usually consists of sitting at the kitchen island in my robe with a protein drink while watching what Grandpa M refers to as rubbish on my phone.

I stick my feet into my slippers and then head down the creaky wood stairs to the second floor where I catch my parents’ bedroom door wide-­open. Odd. Mom is usually getting ready at this time.

Maybe she had an early start.

Heading back down the stairs to the main level, I pause at the entryway where the newspaper has been sent through the mail slot in the door but not picked up by my father.

That’s strange.

I pick up the paper, tuck it under my arm, and head to the kitchen, where not a single soul is present. Not a dish out of place, not a warmed toaster in sight.

I scratch the side of my head and do a tight 360, taking in the entire kitchen.

“Uh, Dad?” I call out as I set the paper on the counter. I peek around the corner to the den, looking for any signs of him at his desk, possibly looking through the books for the farm. But nothing.

Straightening up, I move toward the dining room table, calling out, “Mom?”

Nothing but the hum of the furnace fills the house.

Scratching my cheek, I cinch my robe tighter and walk out to the back porch, where my parents sometimes drink their coffee in the morning, taking in the expanse of our tree lot.

When I open the door, the cold mountain air makes my entire body break out into goose bumps, causing everything to . . . shrink.

Yeah, shrink. Okay, I’m not scared to say it. I’m living in a town that’s over nine thousand feet in elevation in the middle of the Colorado Rockies, and the only thing protecting my nether regions from windburn is a pair of cotton boxer briefs and a ten-­year-­old bathrobe.

I peek around the corner and call out, “Mom? Dad? You out here?”

When I’m only met with the sound of the wind blowing through the tall spruce trees, I quickly check the garage, where both cars are parked, and then tiptoe back into the house as the cold continues to seep into my body.

“Well, fuck. Where the hell are they?”

Needing my phone, I walk back up to my room and sit on the bed, where I shoot them a text.

Max: Hey, where are you guys?

I watch the text go through, waiting for the receipt that says delivered, but after a couple of seconds of it not appearing, the hairs on the back of my neck start to stand.

Okay, that’s weird.

The text message should say delivered.

“Let’s not overreact,” I say to myself. “Because this is exactly what they’d expect, for me to fly off the deep end and start assuming the worst, especially after what we talked about last night. Stay calm.”

I let out a deep breath and then head back down to the first floor.

I pull up my text thread with my brothers.

Max: Hey, do you happen to know where Mom and Dad went this morning? Woke up and couldn’t find them.

I set my phone down and head to the fridge, where I grab a gallon of milk and then reach for my protein powder and shaker bottle.



Pausing for a moment, I pick up my phone, but once again, my text has gone undelivered to my brothers.

What the fuck?

I decide to send a text to someone else to see if maybe it’s my phone.

Max: Can you read this?

I pop open my shaker bottle and start to pour the gallon of milk just as there’s a knock at the front door, startling the fuck out of me. I drop the milk and spill it all over the kitchen counter.

“Fuck.” I right the milk jug and start for the door.

I open it and take a step back when Cole moves forward, holding up his phone to me. “Why did you text this?”

I study his screen and then make eye contact with my less-­than-­charming best friend. Nearly a mirror image of me with his messy brown hair and brown scruff lining his jaw. The difference is I’m taller, far more attractive, with impeccable bone structure, and much more liked because of my stunning smile and cheery disposition.

“I wanted to make sure my phone was working.”

“Why wouldn’t it be working?” He scans me up and down. “And why are you in your robe? Dude, it’s almost ten.”

“Wait? Really?”

“Yeah. What the fuck have you been doing all morning?”

“Uh, freaking out,” I say as Cole enters the house. “Now, I don’t want you to think I’m acting crazy, because I’m not, but dude, I think—­” God, he’ll think I’m such a fucking idiot, but I swallow my pride and say, “I think my family disappeared.”

“Jesus . . . Christ,” he mutters as he grips the bridge of his nose. “Actually, I think I’ll just head to the reindeer barn and start on my chores for the day. I can’t deal with this.”

He turns toward the door, but I grab him by the shoulder and turn him back toward me. “Dude, I’m not fucking around. They’re nowhere—­”

“Probably because they’re out on the farm, helping everyone open up for one of the busiest days of the season while you traipse around the house in your robe.” He plucks at it. “This thing is disgusting. You need a new one. It’s pelting.”

“It’s fine,” I say, pulling away from him. “It does what it needs to do.”

“Really, because your left nut is hanging out.”

“What?” I glance down only for Cole to chuckle to himself. When I look back up, I can feel the fire in my eyes. “Not fucking funny. And no, they’re not on the farm, because if they were, then my text messages would have been delivered to them, and they weren’t.”

“What are you talking about?”

I take my friend by the arm and lead him through the family room and to the kitchen, where milk is now dripping down the face of the cabinets.

“What the hell are you doing in here?” Cole looks me in the eyes. “Your mom will kill you if she sees this mess.”

I grab a bunch of red napkins that are left over from yesterday and toss them at him. “Help me.”

Begrudgingly, he starts soaking up the milk, or at least attempts to. “These napkins are trash. Hand me paper towels.”

While grabbing the multipurpose cleaner, I also snag paper towels and toss them to him.

We both set out on cleaning up the milk while Cole says, “Now tell me what the hell you’re freaking out about.”

“My parents aren’t here,” I say, knowing in my brain that it sounds crazy, but seriously, why wouldn’t they have at least left a note or something? “Do you think . . . do you think they were kidnapped?”

Cole lets out a deep breath and then tears a few more squares of paper towel off the roll to start helping me again. “Maybe they’re busy and they can’t respond.”



“The messages are going undelivered, man. That means they’re not even getting them. And they always have their phones on. And I tried texting my brothers, but they haven’t responded, and the text says undelivered too. I really think something happened.”

Cole picks up the half-­soaked newspaper that was on the counter and sets it to the side, only to pick up an envelope and say, “What’s this?”

I glance at it with a shrug. “I don’t know.”

“It has your name on it.”

“Really?” I snag the envelope. “It’s in my dad’s handwriting.”

“Hmm, maybe it’s a clue to the mystery you’re trying to solve,” Cole says with an eye roll.

“Maybe it is,” I reply, head held high. I will not let his sour attitude tear me down. I open up the envelope while Cole finishes cleaning the counter. I read it out loud. “Atlas, as you read this, we’re currently on an airplane headed for Europe.” I look up from the letter and say, “Europe? Why are they headed to Europe?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t you keep reading and find out?”

Clearing my throat, I continue. “I surprised your mom with a trip to Europe to check out all the Christmas markets.” I pause. “Ah, she’s always wanted to do that. What a nice thing for my dad to do.”

“Yeah, imagine that. They didn’t disappear, just took a trip.” Cole shakes his head.

“You know, I can do without the sarcasm.”

“I could do without the idiocy, and yet here we are.”

Ignoring him, I continue. “I didn’t tell you because even though I trust you with the farm, I don’t trust you with keeping a secret.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Cole mutters.

I side-­eye my best friend. “We will be gone until Christmas.” I look up. “Christmas?!” I shout. “What the fuck? They’re gone until Christmas?”

Annoyed, Cole snatches the note from me and continues reading. “Everyone has been briefed about their responsibilities this season. Mitch will be watching over the day-­to-­day, while Kate will be taking over Mom’s responsibilities with the vendors. They’re in training and will be looking to you for any questions they might have. This is your chance to prove to us that you can really take over the farm. I’m trusting you to do a good job . . . I know you will. We’ll be in touch. Love you. Dad.” Cole tosses the letter to the side and takes a seat at the island. “There you go, the chance you’ve been waiting for. The farm is yours to watch over.”

I pull on my hair. “Yeah, but . . . I mean, a little warning would have been nice. Everyone was briefed but me? He didn’t think I could keep a secret.”

“I wasn’t briefed, so maybe he didn’t think either of us could keep a secret. But with me, it’s because your mom always knows when I’m lying. You just can’t keep your mouth shut.”

I hate that he’s right about that.

“I just . . . I feel so unprepared.”

“Unprepared? You’ve been working on the farm nearly your whole life. If Mr. Maxheimer gave me the role, I’d be able to do it in my sleep just from watching you.”

“I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or an insult.”

“Who cares?” Cole says. “Just take this opportunity and run with it. You’ve been wanting your dad to retire for a while, so now is the time to show him that he can leave the farm with you and he can finally retire.”

I nod. “You know, I think you might be right.” I puff my chest, letting the lapels of my robe fall slightly more open to show off my pecs. “I think I’m going to take charge, make this farm mine.”

“Great,” Cole deadpans. “But can you do it with some clothes on? Because”—­he gestures toward me—­“woof, man.”







CHAPTER TWO

Betty

Narrator: While Max goes to work—­after putting on some clothes—­there’s something else brewing around town.

Something that could definitely threaten Max this holiday season.

Remember those invaders? Well, they weren’t a figment of Max’s imagination. No, they were very real. And we’re about to find out exactly who they are.

And what they want.
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“Morning.” Uncle Dwight lifts his cup of coffee in greeting as I walk into the kitchen, fully dressed for the day.

After going for a run this morning where the cold mountain air nearly froze my lungs and the ice on the sidewalks almost caused me to break a leg, I decided I might need to get a membership at the local gym. Well, if that’s what you want to call it. It’s a room in the back of the Polar Freeze with three treadmills, one weight-­lifting bench, and several dumbbells in a variety of sizes that don’t match up.

“Morning,” I say as I pull a coffee cup from the mug tree next to his coffee maker and pour myself some much-­needed caffeine.

“How was your run?” Uncle Dwight is at the kitchen table with a take-­out container of eggs, bacon, and toast in front of him. Apparently he takes a walk into town every morning and picks up breakfast. It’s his way of “exercising” despite it being a two-­minute walk. But I can’t knock a person’s routine.

“It was good,” I say, leaning against the counter.

He’s only five years older than me. We’re a part of one of “those” families where the uncle is nearly the same age as the niece. And oddly, I grew up calling him Uncle Dwight because my family thought it was funny, and it just stuck. I’d feel weird calling him anything else at this point.

“I will say maybe not the smartest decision. Nearly died running around the corner right in front of Baubles and Wrappings. I slid across some ice and knocked over a metal statue of Santa Claus. It fell over with a clunk.”

“I know exactly what statue you’re talking about. They always have it there.”

“Why? Seems like a hazard if you ask me.”

“The Dankworths, who own Baubles and Wrappings, are fined every year for having it out on the corner because it’s been such a hazard. Bob Krampus has asked them several times to get rid of it and they won’t. So now they just get fined.”

“And Bob Krampus is . . .”

“Sometimes I forget you’re not completely familiar with the town. He’s Santa and the unofficial mayor of Kringle.”

“Right,” I say with a nod. “Still learning all this. So the Dankworths are okay with paying the fine?”

“Yup. Bob Krampus takes the money from the fine and invests in salt for the corner, which his son, Bob Krampus Junior, puts out every morning.”

“Well, he missed it this morning,” I say.

“You were out running before everything was opened.”

“True.” I think about it for a second. “But the statue was out. Do they not take it in every night? And if it’s such a hazard, why don’t people just steal it?”



“Great question. They have cameras on it at all times. No one dares to touch it. The Dankworths are one of the wealthier families in town, and you don’t want to mess with them.”

“Sounds like a real Godfather situation.”

“You could say that.” He takes a sip of his coffee. “So what do you think about the proposal I gave you yesterday?”

I take a seat at the kitchen table and cross one leg over the other. “When you say it like that, it sounds like you’re referring to a marriage proposal.”

He rolls his eyes. “You know what I mean, Betty.”

“I know. I’m just procrastinating on answering you.”

He sets his cup of coffee down and wipes his fingers on his napkin before sitting back in his chair. “I’ll be frank with you, Betty, because it seems like no one else in your life is laying down the truth.”

He’s right about that.

“You’re currently unemployed. You’re single. And you’re living with your parents in their basement, crocheting because you have nothing else to do with your life besides visit the senior living center on Thursday nights, where you puzzle with people whose names are Murgatroyd, Harold, and Henrietta.”

“Murgatroyd, Harold, and Harriet,” I correct him.

“My mistake.”

“It’s forgiven.”

“Seriously, Betty. What are you doing with your life that could possibly prevent you from accepting my proposal?”

Nothing.

There is absolutely nothing holding me back other than fear. Fear of the unknown. Fear of moving. But most importantly, fear of failing.

After closing down my year-­round Christmas shop—­my baby—­in Fort Collins after a year of being open, I just don’t think I can stomach another project with the possibility of failing once again.



Not to mention I wasn’t mentally prepared for such a proposal. When my family came to Kringletown for Thanksgiving, I assumed it would be a nice family get-­together where we played some games, ate some pie, and fell asleep watching football, but then Uncle Dwight asked if I wanted to go for a walk, and since I had four slices of pie, I thought it would be a good decision to walk some of it off. I had no idea he’d take me to a piece of land that he purchased ten years ago, when he was a fresh twenty-­year-­old, looking to invest the money his mom’s father left him.

And it is quite the piece of land.

Tall, full pines, a picturesque view of the mountains where the trees part, and a ton of acreage where you can do pretty much anything.

But Uncle Dwight has a plan. He wants to build a Christmas farm.

As he pitched it, a place where people can come and celebrate the season. Where they can enjoy hot chocolate they purchased at the hot chocolate bar and sit around the fireplace while live music plays in the background. A place where visitors can see the inner workings of Santa’s workshop, a glimpse into the North Pole, with shops and rides. It . . .it actually sounds like a great idea. And the crazy thing, he wants me to head it up.

He nudges me with his foot under the table. “Come on. Say yes.”

I shake my head. “I . . .I don’t know. This is all such a surprise. I have a life in Fort Collins. I—­”

“Tell me about your life again.” He lifts a questioning brow.

“My family is in Fort Collins.”

“Which is drivable,” he counters. “It’s not like you’re moving to Alaska.”

“Yes, but . . .Buzz is in Fort Collins.”

“And who is Buzz?” Uncle Dwight asks.

“My tarantula,” I answer. “And he cannot live without me. I bet he’s barely surviving now, being all alone.”

“Is Buzz in a cage cemented to the ground?”



“No,” I answer.

“Then Buzz can move with you.”

Yes, I saw that coming, but I thought I’d give it a shot.

“What, uh . . .what about my clothes? I have clothes in Fort Collins.” It’s a very weak argument. Even I know that. But I’m grasping at straws over here.

Uncle Dwight levels his gaze at me. “Betty, you need this. I know what losing the store did to you. I’ve seen how it’s decimated your spirit. And yes, we have all given you time to run through the emotions of losing something so special to you, but now it’s time to pick yourself up and do something new. Try your hand at creating and building again.”

God, why am I feeling emotional?

I don’t want to feel emotions, not in front of Uncle Dwight.

I look away and take a deep breath before saying, “I don’t . . .I don’t think I’m the right person for the job. I couldn’t keep my little shop open, so how on earth do you think I can make your plans become a reality? This is so much bigger, so much more work, so many more moving parts.”

“That’s not something you need to worry about. I have the resources you need, and you’re building a business in a year-­round Christmas town, where people come to experience the holiday season. There have only been two businesses that have shut down in this town.” He holds up his fingers. “The first one was an accounting business, and that storefront closed because they pulled their business in-­house. The second one was a chain restaurant attempting to needle their way into our charming town. As a whole, no one went there on pure principle, so it went out of business. Every other proprietor that has opened a business in Kringle has succeeded. Trust me, the chances of success here are high.”

I mull that over for a moment, because he is right. Every time I’ve come to visit, it’s always the same restaurants, the same businesses year after year.

“And I could really use your help. You’re so savvy with creating a charming aesthetic, with social media, with building a business in the digital age.”

“Yeah, and then plowing it right into the ground,” I huff.

“Hey,” he snaps. When our eyes meet, he says, “The reason your business failed is not because of you but because of the location. If you started that shop here in town, you would be thriving. It wasn’t the idea. If it was the idea, you wouldn’t have over fifty thousand followers on Instagram.”

I refuse to acknowledge that point because I’m still living in my feels of being a failure. Though I do still have all those followers, and I continue to feed them with content even though I don’t have a store anymore. Would those followers increase if I opened my operation here in Kringle? Would they bring business? Would they still believe in my dreams and me?

“I don’t know—­”

“Tell me one reason why you can’t do it. One solid reason.”

I twist my lips to the side, thinking it over. I know whatever I say, he won’t consider it a valid reason, so I decide to go with what I’m really feeling. “I’m scared.”

He nods. “Now that’s a valid reason but one we can overcome. This time, you won’t have to do it alone, as I will be your sounding board as well as head up operations when it comes time to build. You will be the think tank, and I have the capital for you to do just that. The idea is there. We just need to execute, and I can’t think of anyone better suited for the job than you.”

I tug on the corner of my lip.

“Come on. Just say yes. I promise you won’t regret it.”

Blowing out a heavy breath, I close my eyes and say, “Fine, I’m in.”







CHAPTER THREE

Max

Narrator: With a new girl—­and a new idea—­in town, Max has no clue what’s about to hit him. And I surprisingly feel bad for him. Because this is not going to be a walk in the park for him, and I think we all know how he gets when he’s stressed.

Though what would a story be without some tension and intrigue?

And a stressed Max?
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Max: Do you want anything from Warm Your Spirits?

I wait for Cole to text back as I head down the sidewalk, avoiding ice patches as I make my way toward the coffee shop, the wind whipping around off the mountains and blowing snow up off the ground and into the faces of those walking the streets.

Jesus, it’s nippy this morning.

My phone buzzes in my hand with a text.

Cole: Why aren’t you at work?

Max: Had to make a deposit at the bank. Don’t worry, dear. I’ll be back soon. Is that a no on the coffee?

Cole: Just get back here, you fuck.



“I’m going to take that as a no.” I pocket my phone and turn the corner just as someone runs directly into my chest. “Oof, watch the niblets,” I say, their limbs almost getting me in the goods.

“Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry,” the woman says in a muffled tone; the ski mask she’s wearing is accompanied with a hat, only giving me a bit of her blue eyes. Smart to wear a ski mask with the way the wind is moving this morning. “Are you okay?”

“I believe everything is still intact. Are you okay?”

She pats her body and then says, “Everything checks. Unless . . .” She eyes me playfully. “Did you bump into me on purpose to steal something, maybe a pickpocket situation?”

I can see the smile in her eyes, so I play along. “Ma’am, you bumped into me, and how dare you accuse me of such an egregious act?”

“No, you bumped into me. It is known that when taking a curve, you stick to your side of the ‘road,’” she says, using air quotes, and then looks down. “According to our positioning, you’re crossing lanes.”

I glance down as well and, huh, would you look at that.

“Well, you got me there.” I raise my palm. “Guilty as charged.”

She chuckles. “So hand it over.” She holds her glove-­covered hand out.

“Hand what over?”

“Oh, you know, what you took.”

Pretty blue eyes.

Excellent repartee.

Consider me intrigued.

Hanging my head, I reach into my pocket and pull out nothing. “Fine, but I don’t see why you are in need of a harpoon. It’s Christmastime after all.”

Why a harpoon? First thing that came to mind, so let’s see where she goes with it.

She pretends to snag said harpoon and then, to my surprise, acts like she’s polishing it. “My harpoon is none of your business.”



Fuck, that’s cute.

I eye her suspiciously. “You must be visiting then, because they outlawed harpoons in Kringle about ten years ago.”

“Not visiting. New to town.” She sticks the fake harpoon in her belt loop. “And I got permission to wield one for purposes that cannot be spoken of. So best you keep to your own business, sir.”

“New to town, huh?” I ask, liking this woman already. “Care to share a name?”

Slowly, she looks me up and down, and then that smile reappears. If only she didn’t have that ridiculous ski mask on, then I could really see it. “Share my name with someone who tried to steal my harpoon?” She shakes her head. “Absolutely not.” She starts to walk by me, but I stop her at the shoulder and then reach into my back pocket.

I hold my hand out to her and say, “Don’t forget your harmonica either.”

Her eyes widen playfully, and she snatches air from my hand. She points at me and says, “I’m watching you, sir.”

Chuckling, I say, “Yeah, hopefully you don’t bump into me again.”

“Hopefully. I might have to put in a report to the police.”

“Nah, they like me too much to arrest me.”

“Ah, corruption in a small town. Looks like I’ll have to use my harpoon after all.”

I laugh. “A vigilante. Now that’s something I can get into.” I lean close. “Need a sidekick?”

“Perhaps.” She eyes me again. “What qualifications do you offer as a sidekick, because I’m only looking for the best? Can’t have you slowing me down.”

“Qualifications.” I tap my chin, trying to think of something good that I could bring to the table. Something unique. “Well, for one, I’m tall.” Not unique, but I’m still getting warmed up here.

“How is your height going to aid me in any way? If anything, it will hinder us because you will stand out.”



“You didn’t let me finish. I’m tall, but I have the ability to shrink.”

“Shrink where? In cold water?”

I snort so hard that I have to cover my nose. “How did you know?”

Her eyes peruse me, giving me a slow once-­over before saying, “Solid guess. But I have to say, I have no use for any . . . shrinking, so unless you have anything else to offer, I think I should be on my way.”

Just to be playful, I stick my hands in my pockets and smirk at her. “I think that’s about it. Shrinkage.”

From the twinkle in her eyes, I can tell she’s smiling too. “Well, this has been educational, but I must be on my way.”

“So that’s a no on the sharing of the harpoon then?”

“How about this? If I bump into you again, then I’ll call it fate and consider your use of the harpoon.”

“What about the harmonica?”

Those makeup-­free eyes smile up at me again. “Clearly the harmonica will be yours.”

I nod in approval. “Then I look forward to bumping into you again.”

“Only if you’re lucky.” And with that, she takes off.

Wow . . .I liked her . . . a lot.

Hopefully I bump into her again, catch her name . . . possibly her number.

Wouldn’t mind seeing what’s hiding behind that mask.
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“There you go, ready for a new home.” I pat the top of the black van that I just strapped a tree to.

“Are you sure we don’t need netting?” the father of the family asks. “Every tree I’ve purchased at other farms was put in netting.”

Keeping a smile on my face, I say, “The netting is just a gimmick. Trust me, the way I strapped this tree down, it’s not going anywhere, and not a branch will be out of place. Not to mention netting doesn’t give the tree room to breathe and more than likely flattens the branches, tugging on the needles.” Also, the netting usually ends up in a landfill or in the ocean and rots away. I refuse to be the reason why a sea turtle loses a flapper.

Flapper?

Is that the right word?

Narrator: The correct term would be flipper, referring to the fore and hind limbs.

“God, you’re useful. Thank you.”

Narrator: Anytime. Now back to the story.

“Well, I’m holding you to that,” the father says, pointing at me.

Hands on my hips, I say, “Please do.” Then I pat the nimrod on the shoulder and head toward the tree shack to take a breather.

Kate is working the register, a job my mom usually works, so I take a seat behind her and grab my water bottle.

There’s a lull in customers, so I ask, “How’s it going?”

“Pretty good,” she says as she turns toward me and leans against the counter. Kate is a pretty girl, short hair where it’s buzzed on the sides but full up top. She curls her hair in just the right way where it falls over her forehead, sweeping to the side. I’ll be honest, I had quite the crush on her a few years back . . .until Cole informed me that she has a girlfriend. I was gutted and jealous all at the same time. “Been nonstop in here, but I’ve been able to handle it. There was only that one question I didn’t have an answer to, so I’m glad you had your walkie-­talkie on so I could ask.”

I nod and set my water bottle down. “Yes, you can find any vendor information in the drawer.”

“I know that now,” she says.

“Who was looking for vendor information?” I ask. “Did they want to sell here?”

“They wanted a list of vendors. She said she could just spend her time walking around, writing down the names of the vendors, as she planned to explore anyway.”

“What did she want to do with the names?” I ask, the hairs on the back of my neck starting to stand.

Kate shrugs. “Not sure.”

“What did she look like?”

Kate gives me a weird look before she chuckles. “Afraid you might have competition?”

I know to her, that’s a funny joke, because Evergreen Farm is very well established and one of the centerpieces in Kringle, an iconic institution that maintains the idea that Christmas is the season of perpetual hope. But to me . . .my nether regions start to shake all over again.

Because—­and don’t fucking judge me for saying this; I swear I’m sane—­but . . .the invaders.

“No, just curious,” I say casually, trying not to bring any focus on the anxiety rolling around inside me.

“She had bright blond hair, almost white, and really rich blue eyes framed by black eyelashes coated in mascara. Not ashamed to say that they slightly captured me. She was on the shorter side and wearing a red sweater.”

“Shorter than you?” I ask Kate, who is just about five foot.

She chuckles. “No, I’d say maybe an inch taller than me.”

I nod, tucking that information away. “Good to know. Well, if you see her again and she has questions, just ping me on the walkie-­talkie, and I’ll meet up with her.”

“Sounds good,” Kate says while I stand from my chair.

“Well, headed out again. Let me know if you need anything.”

“I will.”

With a smile, I wave to her and then exit the tree shack. The moment the light whip of the wind hits me, panic overtakes me, driving me toward the reindeer barn.



Evergreen Farm is one of those places where customers can visit for at least half a day. Not only do we have a tree farm where we cut and plant trees, but we’re home to Santa’s reindeer, gingerbread-­making classes, snowmobile rides, ice-­skating among the tall pines, and a whole section of vendors where you can find a vast array of unique Christmas gifts. We embody the Christmas spirit, and we have for years, so someone snooping around the day after I heard invaders on the property? Uh yeah, not on my watch.

I hurry to the reindeer barn, bypassing a family tugging their sleds to the small kiddie hill we keep open for those who might want to participate in some sledding. The farm is busy, and I’m glad we have a plethora of workers helping out, especially with bundling trees, because I have some important business to tend to.

I push open the barn door and then quickly shut it behind me. My best friend’s sweeping some spare hay that’s fallen to the ground, clearly in his element, not ready for my tornado of neurotic behavior.

Thirteen years ago, if you’d told me my best friend would be working at my family farm as the reindeer handler, I’d have told you you might want to check your crystal ball again, because Cole was supposed to go to college and get a degree in something that didn’t involve scooping up reindeer shit. I don’t think his intentions were to stay in Kringle, but when he lost his parents on Christmas Eve, everything changed. He became a recluse and stopped celebrating Christmas, and that’s when my dad stepped in and offered him a job. I know it was to keep Cole busy and to give him something to do, but I also think it was because my dad wanted to keep a close eye on him. My parents were friends with Cole’s parents, and I know losing them was just as much of a hit to them.

Twelve-­ish years later, and Cole is still working the reindeer barn, but now it’s a little different because he brings his daughter, Florence, in to help.

“Cole, we need to talk.”



On an exasperated exhale, he looks up from where he’s sweeping. “Dude, if this is about the invaders, I’m not fucking doing this today. I’m tired, and I want to get home so I can just hang out with my wife and daughters.”

“You know, it hurts that I’m no longer the person you strive to hang out with anymore.”

“Yeah, because you’re going on tangents about your parents disappearing and strangers trying to take over your farm.”

“I’m glad you brought that up,” I say as I walk up to him. “I was just talking to Kate over at the shack, and get this: there’s a woman lurking around, asking about vendors.”

He clutches his chest dramatically. “Oh no, not a woman. What ever shall we do?”

My expression falls. “You act just like my brothers, who by the way were not answering me on purpose just to be asses. But back to you. You don’t have to be so sarcastic all the time.”

“And like I said before, you don’t have to act like an idiot all the time.”

“I’m not acting like an idiot. I’m telling you, something’s going on. Something is—­” I gasp. “Fuck, do you think my parents are setting this whole thing up, wanting to test me? See how I can handle the pressure of competition while they’re gone?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because they’d never do that to me.” He points to his chest. “They know damn well the way you’d react to such a thing, which would in turn affect me, like it’s affecting me right now. So no, I don’t think they’d do that. They’d want you focused on taking care of the farm, not solving some obscure, irrelevant mystery about people you heard talking in the woods.”

He has a point.

So we’ll scratch that off the list.



“Okay, so then who is the lady walking around asking about vendors? Hmm?”

“I don’t know. Probably someone visiting the farm, looking to buy some presents for people she knows. Having a list of vendors is helpful because you can have a general layout of what people are selling before going in and searching aimlessly.”

I scratch the side of my head. “Yeah, I guess I never thought about it that way.”

“Exactly, because your mind immediately jumps to the ridiculous. Seriously, Max, just chill, okay? Take care of the farm the way you know how, and when your parents get back, you can show them that you were able to handle everything on your own.”

“You’re right.” I blow out a heavy breath, even though in the back of my mind, I still have this niggling feeling like something is awry. “I’ll just focus on the farm.”

“Thank you. Now, get that dustpan and help me out.”

“As long as I can tell you about the woman I ran into in town this morning. I stole her harpoon and harmonica.”

Cole tilts his head to the side, irritation written all over his face. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Hunkering down, I say, “Listen to this . . .”
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Betty

Sitting on a bench in the middle of Evergreen Farm, I take out my phone and snap a picture of the vendor setup, one of the pictures Uncle Dwight wanted me to take while here. I think that’s everything on the list other than the exit, which is the same as the entrance.

After we talked at the table this morning, Uncle Dwight went right into planning mode. He said the first thing I needed to do was to take a look at Evergreen Farm. I’ve never been, which is weird since I’ve visited Kringletown many times. It’s just never been on the list. When I asked him if he was coming with me, he told me he had work to do, so I happily took his car and made the short trip over. I was surprised to see how full the parking lot was when I pulled in.

Then when I entered, I realized why. It felt like I was stepping into a German market with gingerbread hanging from booths, the smell of freshly chopped-­down trees permeating the air, and happy families skirting from one activity to the next while Christmas music gently played in the background.

Uncle Dwight wanted me to take my time, to take pictures of everything, and to take notes because he said he wants to make sure I have an idea of what he’s looking for in a business.

My only question is, why would we put up a business just like Evergreen Farm right next door? I mean, surely it’s not good business practice to open a competing Christmas farm next to such a successful one, right? I mean, yeah, there are some things that they could add here and there to make it more of that one-­stop shop Uncle Dwight is looking for, but the businesses would still be very similar.

Something to ask him when I get back.

I stand and stuff my phone in my pocket. I’m chilled and ready to sit in front of the fire and start planning my move. Uncle Dwight said he has the perfect idea for my living arrangements, which he’s taking care of today, and he also said he would have movers bring all my stuff and my car so I wouldn’t have to worry about going back to Fort Collins and I can just focus on the new project. It almost sounds too good to be true.

I head toward the exit, a warm fire on my mind, just as I see a woman walk in my direction, holding a cute girl in her arms who just happens to drop her stuffed reindeer on the ground.



“Oop, you dropped this,” I say, picking up the reindeer and handing it over to the girl.

“Oh my gosh, thank you so much,” the woman says as her eyes meet mine. “It would not have been good if we lost that. Not sure who would be more upset, my daughter or my husband.”

I chuckle. “My money is on your daughter, but I don’t know your husband, so I don’t think I could make much of a judgment.”

“Ah, which means you aren’t from here.”

“I have family who lives here, but yeah, not quite a townie . . .yet.”

“Yet?” she asks. “Do you have plans to become one?”

“Well,” I say, about to divulge my life to a complete stranger. “I actually just accepted a job, and my stuff is being moved here as we speak.”

“Really?” the woman says and then switches the little girl to her other hip. “Let me be one of the first to welcome you. I’m Storee, and this is my daughter Florence. My other daughter, Evelyn, is with my aunt at home.”

“It’s very nice to meet you,” I say. “I’m Betty.”

“Betty, I love that name.”

“Thank you.”

“My husband is Cole Black. He takes care of the reindeer here on the farm. We live over on Whistler Lane, right across from the Dankworths.”

“The Dankworths. Aren’t they the ones who own Baubles and Wrappings?” I ask.

“Yup, that’s them.”

“Ah, on my run this morning, I knocked over that statue they have in front of the store.”

Storee cutely clutches her chest. “Dear God, and you’re still alive?”

“Apparently,” I say on a laugh.

“Shocking. They’re very protective of that statue.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“There you are,” a deep male voice calls out just as a tall dark figure steps in next to Storee. I watch in fascination as a very attractive man with the carved shoulders of a Greek god slides his arm around both Storee and Florence, and lightly presses kisses to their heads. “Get me out of here.”

Storee chuckles. “Atlas driving you nuts today?”

“You have no idea.” He takes Florence from Storee and then spots me. “Is Evelyn with your sister?”

“With Aunt Cindy.” Then Storee turns to me and says, “Look at me being rude. Cole, this is Betty. She’s new to town, just got a job here.”

“Hopefully not at Evergreen Farm,” he says.

“Stop that.” Storee elbows him. “You’ll scare her away.”

“Babe, you have no idea the kind of day I had. If she accepted a job here, she should run.”

I laugh and shake my head. “No, not a job here.”

“Glad to hear it.” He nods toward the parking lot. “I’ll load her up.”

“Okay, be right there,” Storee says, and then when he’s out of earshot, she continues. “Sorry about that. He’s a bit of a grump.”

“That’s okay. No need to apologize.”

“He does have a kind heart.”

“I believe it. From the way he looked at you and your daughter, I could see it.”

That makes Storee smile. “Thank you.” She looks toward the parking lot. “Well, I should get going, but hopefully I will see you around town. Florence, Evelyn, and I are always out and about. I take them to Ornament Park almost every day if it’s not too chilly, just to let Florence run around as much as she wants. Evelyn is only a few months old, so she enjoys the fresh air.”

“Great. Maybe I’ll catch you out there.”

“Yes, and if you ever need a friend, you know where to find me. My sister lives here too, so feel free to search us out.”

“Thank you, that means a lot.”

“You’re welcome. And good luck with the new job.”



“I appreciate it.” I offer her a wave before she takes off.

Boy, she’s nice.

Everyone seems to be nice in this town.

That guy I ran into this morning, joking around as if we were long-­lost best friends, and now Storee.

Maybe this whole situation will turn out better than I expected.







CHAPTER FOUR

Betty

Narrator: Were you expecting them to have their meet-­cute already? Well, a meet-­cute where they actually saw each other’s faces and introduced themselves? Maybe he’d search her out on the farm, looking for the girl in the red sweater? Well, I thought about it but then decided what I have planned might be more fun, because it’s Max after all. Stumbling into her on the farm is too easy.

Their first true encounter needs to be more exciting.

More unexpected.

More . . . Max.

But don’t worry. I’ll have some fun with them in the meantime.
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“Okay, should I be nervous?” I ask as Uncle Dwight drives out of the main part of town and toward the land.

It’s been two days since I accepted his offer, and the only thing that I’ve accomplished since saying yes is to take a few pictures of a farm and draw Christmas tree after Christmas tree in my notebook.

“Why should you be nervous?” Uncle Dwight asks.

“Uh, because you said you’d show me my new home, and yet you’re driving me out into the woods. Is there a tent in the trunk I don’t know about? I’m not opposed to outdoor living, but I’m not accustomed to surviving in such harsh outdoor elements.”



“Do you really think I’d stick you in a tent and leave?”

“I mean, I want to say no . . .”

“No, Betty.” He laughs. “When I spoke to my dad about this idea, his initial response was to tell me to take care of Betty at all costs, and I’m sticking to that.”

“I appreciate that, but why are we—­”

My words are cut short when Uncle Dwight turns into the driveway of the property he showed me, and then a small cottage with a green roof comes into view.

All the lights inside are lit, giving me a view into the house through the windows. It seems like something you’d find in a storybook, with its Bavarian-­style siding, red moldings, and a flower box full of evergreens.

“Is that . . .is that the place?” I ask, feeling slightly in awe.

“Yup,” Uncle Dwight says, bursting with pride.

“But it wasn’t there three days ago when you showed me the land.”

“I know. I would have brought you over here yesterday, but they were still hooking up the water and septic. I wanted it to be ready for you.”

“Wait, doesn’t that take a while to set up?”

“Not when it’s already on the property. Trust me, I’ve been planning this for a while. I just needed the yes from you to hook everything up.”

“And the house, where did that come from?” I ask as he pulls in front of it. God, it’s really adorable.

“It’s one of those prefabricated houses. There’s a company just over the mountain that sells them. I thought it would be the perfect place for you to settle in while we plan out this project. I also thought you would like to be on the property so you can be close and keep an eye on the construction.”

“I mean . . . yeah, but this is all so . . . Wait, is that my car?” I ask, pointing to my Honda CR-­V around the corner.

“Yup. And all your clothes are in the house as well. Your mom helped the movers pack everything you might need. They didn’t unpack though. That’s on you.”



“I . . . I can’t believe this,” I say, looking through the windshield at the quaint cottage. “This all seems too good to be true.” I turn toward my uncle in the car and ask, “Why are you doing all this?”

“What do you mean?” he asks, looking genuinely confused. “You’re family. And we help family out.”

“But this is helping out a lot. You’re giving me a job, a salary, a place to live . . . This is more than just helping out.”

“You’re not the only one getting something out of this,” Uncle Dwight says. “Remember, you’re making a dream into a reality by helping me. I’ve been holding on to this land for a long time, waiting to do something with it, and now is the time. So consider it helping each other out.”

“Well, it seems like I’m getting the better end of the bargain, but I guess I won’t fight about it and just take it.”

I step out of the vehicle and walk up to the small wooden porch, where I run my hand over the evergreen bushes in the flower box.

The door is painted a deep red, something I didn’t notice until I got closer, and there is a wreath hanging from the door, welcoming me in.

Uncle Dwight holds the keys to the house in front of me. “Go ahead. Let yourself in.”

Feeling giddy, I unlock the door and open it up. Immediately, I’m hit with warmth. The entire cottage is covered in wood, from the floors to the walls to the kitchen cabinets, but it’s broken up by greens and reds scattered all throughout the space with rugs, furniture, and curtains.

I run my fingers over the back of a green velvet wingback chair.

“I hope it’s okay that I went with the Christmas cottage. I thought it was appropriate.”

“I love it,” I say as I move into the small open-­concept kitchen, which consists of a fridge, an oven, dishwasher, and an island that looks out over the living space. Behind the kitchen is a bathroom with a vanity, a shower, and surprisingly a combo washer and dryer. That’s a really nice touch.

Back in the living room, there’s a stove in the corner, which is generating the heat, and stairs off to the right, which seem to lead to a loft bedroom.

“This is . . . this is amazing,” I say, taking it all in.

“The kitchen is fully stocked with everything you might need to cook. The bathroom has the essentials. And the bed upstairs is a double, because that’s what could fit up there given the height of the ceilings.”

“That is perfect,” I say, taking one more spin around. “Oh my God, you brought Buzz too.” I rush over to my tarantula’s aquarium, which is bordered in a crocheted scarf, a little present I made for him before I left.

“Yes, miraculously his enclosure was movable.”

I hug the aquarium, feeling all sorts of joy. “Thank you, Uncle Dwight. This is . . . this is wow.”

He smiles. “I’m glad you like it. Just a heads up, Oh-­Kay Plumbing will be by tomorrow to do the last installation in the shower. They were missing a part, so don’t use the shower until they stop by, or else you might flood the house.”

“Oof, don’t want that. Might stop by your place then to shower.”

“By all means. I also added a desk under the stairs over there so you can work on all the plans for the property. I wanted to give you your own space as quickly as I could because I know that my house isn’t necessarily the ideal place to find creativity.”

You could say that again. It’s like living in a home that Delia Deetz from Beetlejuice would design. A touch cold and very unimaginative, which is why I’m so surprised by this house. It’s warm, inviting, charming, and so much better than my parents’ basement, where the furnace has a life of its own. And this might sound crazy, but I will swear on my left breast that one night, the furnace whispered my name.

“I love it,” I say. “Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome. I hope you’re able to start a whole new chapter of your life here.”

I nod, looking around again. “I think I will.”
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Max


I finish tying my boots and then wrap my scarf around my head, covering my exposed facial skin; if anything, I’ve got to keep the moneymaker protected. Then I strap on my favorite knitted winter hat, with red reindeer, making sure my ears are covered by the wool-­lined flaps. Just like any typical Colorado day, the weather changed on a dime. And instead of the simple flannel I wore earlier, I’m bundled up from head to toe, ready to make the trek.

Word around the farm is there was some noise heard out on the property behind ours. Construction-­type noise. And once again, the hairs on the back of my neck were raised, so I waited until the farm closed, ate a hearty meal of Thanksgiving leftovers, and then made a plan.

My brothers might think I’m crazy.

My best friend might be questioning my sanity.

But I know something is up. I can feel it in my bones, and I’ll be damned if I will stand by and let some vagabonds try to push my family out of business.

Standing tall, ready to go, I hold my flashlight at my chest like a BB gun and say, “This is my farm, and I have to defend it.”

With my intentions set, manifesting my protective instincts into the universe, I take off out the back door and into the dark night, the sound of the wind whistling through the pines and my feet crunching against the five-­day-­old snow the soundtrack to my mission.

I’d prefer John Williams to set the scene for me, but wind and crunching snow will have to do.

With my flashlight turned on, I light up my path toward the property line, making sure to roam the flashlight back and forth, scanning all areas. I do not want to be caught off guard or surprised.

Just to make sure, I pat the crowbar in my back pocket to make sure it’s still there and didn’t fall out. It was the only thing I could find in my dad’s toolbox that I thought could be used as a sufficient weapon. It was either a crowbar or a blowtorch, and I am not about to light up the forest in case I come across a murderer or even worse . . .a murderous bear. Living in Colorado, you have to be aware of such things. So I went with the crowbar, an honorable but smart choice if you ask me.

Making my way, I stick my hand that’s not holding the flashlight into my pocket to keep it warm while I crunch along the snow, not being quiet at all. To be honest, this isn’t a secret operative mission where I’m attempting to sneak up on someone. No, I want it to be known that I will protect and defend my property.

When I reach the tree line that separates the two parcels, I pause and look in both directions, as if crossing a road and not wanting to be run over by a rusted utility van. When the coast is clear, I take a deep breath and cross over into enemy lines. When my flashlight illuminates a building, I pause.

On a low gasp, I quickly hide behind a tree, flashlight shining up my nostrils.

A building.

The rumors were right.

Slowly, I look around the tree, this time keeping my flashlight to myself as I spot a light off in the distance that I didn’t see before because of all the large pines blocking a straight view.

“A house,” I whisper.

Pulling out my phone, I hide behind the tree and text Cole.

Max: Alert. Alert. There is a residence on the neighboring property. I repeat, there is a residence on the neighboring property.



I clutch my phone and look past the tree again to get a better view, but with all the trees, I can barely make out what kind of residence I’m dealing with.

And how did this structure just magically appear without my knowledge?

My phone buzzes in my hand with a text.

Cole: What the fuck are you doing?

Max: Investigating.

Cole: Dude, not a good idea.

Max: Don’t worry. I have a crowbar.

Cole: A crowbar? Why?

Max: To protect myself from murderers and murderous bears.

Cole: I really can’t deal with this right now. You have put me through it today.

Max: You’ve been put through it? I woke up thinking my parents disappeared. Now there is a residence that popped up out of nowhere on the neighboring property that has been vacant for years, and this just after I heard voices talking in the woods. I told you something was up. And I’m going to find out exactly what’s happening.

Cole: Please, for the love of God, don’t.

Max: I can’t just sit by while my family is being robbed!

Cole: Robbed? How the fuck is your family being robbed?

Max: Robbed of our privacy, of our farm, of . . . of my sanity.

Cole: The only correct statement you’ve made in the last twenty-­four hours is your sanity being robbed, but it’s not by anyone else; it’s by you.

Max: You need to learn to be more supportive, compassionate. Especially in a time of crisis.

Cole: I am. This is a time of crisis. You are losing it, and I’m attempting to tell you to stop. Pack up the crowbar, for the love of God, and go back home. Investigating will only get you in trouble.

Max: It won’t. I know what I’m doing.

Cole: You don’t. Go back home.

Max: Never!

I stuff my phone in my pocket, ready to take charge. Flashlight in hand, I move closer to the house, bouncing behind tree after tree to avoid getting caught. And as I get closer, the building becomes more visible until I’m two trees away, taking in a small cottage-­type house that looks like an oversize child’s playhouse.

I remove my phone from my pocket and snap a picture for reference. Cole might not want to talk about it now, but tomorrow, when he’s in the barn, I can tell him I told you so.

Now the question is who is living here? And how the fuck was it built so quickly?

Knowing this is risky, I skirt up to the tree that’s right in front of the cottage and lean over, taking a peek inside the house, but the curtains are shut, blocking my view.

Damn it.

I assess my next move and notice that the window near the door isn’t covered by a curtain. That’s my only option to get to the bottom of this. There isn’t a tree to shield me from view, but there is a flower box. I can be stealthy and go undetected behind that shrubbery.

Narrator: Spoiler alert: Max will not go undetected. In fact, this plan is about to very much blow up in his face . . .

Keeping my flashlight low, I duckwalk toward the cottage, keeping my six-­foot-­four body out of sight and off the snow until I reach the porch. I fall to my knees and then shuffle on them all the way up to the flower box. Smiling to myself about how I was able to channel my inner Tom Cruise, I reach for my crowbar, pull back the branches of the shrub in the flower box with the curved end, and slowly start to raise my head to garner a peek.

I hold my breath, raising . . .raising . . .

Almost there . . .

Enemy, be prepared to be found out.

And just as my eyes peek over the shrubs, the front door opens, startling the ever-­living shit out of me.

“Ahhh!” I scream out of pure reaction just as a feral warrior cry sounds through the silent night air as five words are screamed into existence by a female voice.

“Take that, you filthy animal!”

And then like a rocket being blasted through a cannon, a two-­liter bottle of Pepsi flies right at my head, knocking me out cold.
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