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      Two months prior to this cold December afternoon, Evan Miller had been shot twice while trying to protect his young cousin, Joseph, from a murderer determined not to leave behind witnesses. He felt that episode had earned the top spot in the worst days of his life. However, the man standing in his living room—the one with the curly black hair and bulbous nose—had just threatened to make Evan’s harrowing surgery and painful recovery seem like a fond memory.

      “Normally, I’d say you should go house-to-house and invite people yourself. Make it personal. But since you’re not good with personal,” the man gave Evan a pointed look, “you would be better off mailing the invitations. In fact, I think that’s best, because, no offense, you’re not a good conversationalist. It takes a certain salesmanship to get people to come to your home. And you should definitely have the guests RSVP to Joseph.”

      While Evan had slowly warmed to his elderly neighbors in the months since moving back to Settlers Ridge, and he wouldn’t pretend he wasn’t home if one of them rang the doorbell, the reclusive crime reporter wasn’t yet ready to embrace a full-scale invasion. Impersonal talks with sources about gang shootings, drugs, prostitution, and murder had no effect on Evan. Personal conversations with his elderly neighbors about petty rivalries, health complaints, casually overheard secrets and—Heaven forbid—their sex lives…the mere thought of it made his knees weak.

      Evan tried, unsuccessfully, to keep the panic from his voice. “But I don’t want to give a Christmas party.”

      Jefferson “Crooked” Crookshanks, Evan’s childhood friend and the person who had suggested the party, waved him off as if his opinion didn’t matter. “Joseph and I will handle the details. Right, kiddo?”

      When Crooked put an arm around Joseph’s shoulder, Evan realized for the first time how much his eighteen-year-old cousin resembled his best friend. Whereas Evan stood six-feet tall with chestnut-brown hair and gray eyes, Joseph Dempster, a freshman at Sleepy Valley College, had dark eyes, curly black hair, and had stopped growing at five-foot-ten. Anyone would think the two of them were related, and that gave Evan an unreasonable twinge of familial jealousy—unreasonable because, until recently, Evan was the last person to care about family.

      “Well?” Crooked asked.

      Joseph’s blank expression showed a complete lack of interest which Evan knew meant the teenager was extremely interested and the battle was lost. Still, he wasn’t going down without a fight.

      “If the idea appeals to you so much, why don’t you throw your own Christmas party?”

      “It would be a pleasure, but you’re the one who’s under an obligation to your neighbors.”

      “Obligation? How so?”

      Crooked raised his thick eyebrows. “I seem to remember them coming to your rescue several times during the Robinson murder case.”

      “Three times,” Joseph offered. “At least three times.”

      Evan gave a derisive snort. “They were being nosy.”

      Crooked responded with a brief nod. “Good thing for you or you’d be dead.”

      Evan reluctantly admitted that his friend had a point, and Crooked pushed his advantage. “I don’t see what the big deal is. You had them all over while you were recovering.”

      “Not by choice. The first day I could tackle the stairs, they were waiting for me in the living room. It was an ambush.”

      “You survived. Rumor has it you even laughed.”

      Joseph raised his hand. “I’m a witness.”

      “That was the pain medication.” Evan sighed in defeat and put his hands on his hips. “What would I be expected to do?”

      Crooked made a long face at Joseph. “Your uncle’s never thrown a party before. Isn’t that sad?”

      “I’m not his uncle.”

      Evan had little hope of getting rid of the honorific bestowed upon him when he met Joseph a few months ago, given to him because of the large age gap between him and his cousin. He supposed he should be grateful no one had mistaken him for Joseph’s father.

      The teenager gaped. “Seriously? Never? Oh, man. It’s really simple, Uncle Evan. There should be music and dancing and lots of booze. There’s this one drink—”

      Evan narrowed his eyes. “I assume you’re not speaking from experience, since you’re underage.” He bit the inside of his check. Too often lately he sounded exactly like a parent. In his discomfort, he crossed his arms over his chest. “I suppose I could put on a CD and set out some chips or something.”

      “Chips or something.” Crooked slapped Evan on the back. “Joseph and I will take care of everything. You’ll pay for it, of course.” He rubbed his hands together like a fiendish elf and glanced around the living room. “You’ll need to decorate.”

      “Decorate?”

      “And I think that corner next to your desk is the perfect place for your tree.”

      “Tree?” Evan winced. “I don’t suppose there’s a chance you mean a small ornament I could set on the coffee table.”

      “Seven feet should be about right, don’t you think?”

      Joseph high-fived Crooked’s outstretched hand.  “Friendly’s Farm is open.”

      If Evan was going to be stuck with a tree, at least he could make the purchasing process as painless as possible. “There’s a lot just around the corner on Main Street. We won’t have to cut those down.”

      Joseph made a face. “Do you have any idea how old those trees are? They’re dried out and shed needles and make a mess. And they catch fire easily.”

      “Oh, come on. It’s not as if I plan to decorate the thing with candles.”

      “No, but the bulbs get hot. Besides.” The teen hesitated. “Me and Grandma always got our tree at Friendly Farm.” He shrugged. “It’s tradition.”

      Crooked clapped him on the shoulder. “Then Friendly’s it is.”

      “Right now?” Evan motioned toward his desk. “I’ve got a story to write. Since the two of you seem to be doing some sort of holiday mind-meld, why don’t you and Crooked go pick something out?”

      The teen’s grin faltered. “We can wait for you. Anyway, if we go at night, the corn maze will be creepy.” When Evan hesitated, Joseph cocked his head. “Come on, Uncle Evan. It will be fun.” Then he straightened his shoulders, lowered his chin and said in a blustering voice, “You haven’t had your minimum daily requirement of fun in a while, Mister. I prescribe a night at Friendly Farm.”

      Crooked snickered. “That was good. You sounded exactly like Doc Bellevue.”

      Evan was secretly pleased that Joseph wanted him to tag along, but he kept his expression solemn. “On one condition. Your cell phone stays here. I don’t plan on doing all the work while you text friends and play mobile games.”

      Joseph wrinkled his nose. “I guess that’s okay. Deal. But only if you leave yours here, too. I don’t want the night to get cut short because you get a call that someone’s lost their cat.”

      Evan had to agree with his cousin’s dismissive attitude toward his job as The Signal’s crime reporter. Unlike Evan’s former haunt, Los Angeles, Settlers Ridge had a Mayberry-like atmosphere that left him reporting on minor thefts and traffic accidents. He ignored the dig and agreed to the terms.

      “I don’t suppose you have a tree stand,” Crooked said, but Joseph assured him there was one in the garage out by the alley.

      “And a saw, too.” Joseph grinned. “And maybe an ax.” He slipped a glance at Evan. “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.”

      While Crooked laughed, Evan said, “Who?”

      Joseph shook his head slowly. “Haven’t you ever seen The Shining?”

      “Great movie.” Crooked patted the teen’s shoulder, and the two of them headed out the back door toward the garage, braving the cold without putting on jackets.

      Evan felt another twinge of jealousy.

      Crooked had always been able to talk to anyone, whereas Evan, after years of tiptoeing around a father ready to explode at the slightest provocation, had avoided personal ties with people. He moved to Los Angeles right after college, and his social life had consisted of monthly phone calls to his Aunt Flora. When she died and left him the house in Settlers Ridge along with an income, it had come with the responsibility of a cousin he’d never met—her grandson, Joseph. Their relationship had suffered a rocky start, with the teenager struggling to meet life without the one person he had loved, and Evan struggling to start over in a position that required him to consider someone else’s needs.

      He gathered his notes and slid them into a manila folder. As he continued to straighten the papers on his desk, he felt guilty about his lack of enthusiasm. To Evan, Christmas had always meant spending the evening alone with a bottle of scotch and the police scanner, but now there was Joseph to consider. It was disconcerting how much his reality had changed in such a short time. He’d been snatched from his comfortable existence as a loner who watched life from the outside and dragged into a messy, noisy world occupied by a teenager and retiree neighbors who demanded his participation. Like a Christmas party. He might still fall short of other people’s expectations, but he was amazed at how well he’d adjusted to the changes.

      He grinned, thinking of Flora’s reaction if she could see him now. With a sparkle in her eyes she would have told him it was about time he settled down. He missed Flora, but it had to be much worse for Joseph, who had been raised by her after his parents had died in an automobile accident. It suddenly hit him that this would be Joseph’s first Christmas without his grandmother.

      Evan was the kid’s only living relative. Like it or not, he needed to make an effort.
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      Friendly Farm had been at the northwest edge of Settlers Ridge since Evan had been a boy. Flora used to take him there over thirty years ago on those weekends he escaped from his abusive father. Back then, the Friendly family sold produce out of an old barn, and the matron of the family used to give him candy she called “moth balls” because they looked like their namesake. Sugary goodness layered over a nut center.

      The first sign that Friendly Farm had changed over the years was the kid standing in front of the entrance with a glow stick, motioning Evan to park among the rows of cars already lining a gravel lot.

      “You used to be able to pull right up to the barn,” he muttered.

      “Back when I was young,” Joseph called out from the backseat in a creaky voice, “I used to walk through twenty feet of snow to get to school.”

      Crooked chuckled.

      Evan pulled into a spot at the end of a row and turned off the car. “You could both walk home.”

      “You’re old and feeble. Who would help you unload the tree?” Joseph said as he exited the car.

      Evan grimaced at Crooked. “He thinks we, in our early forties, are old and feeble.”

      Crooked opened his door. “He didn’t mention me.”

      As Evan joined him, he said, “At least he couldn’t find the saw. Or the ax. Maybe they’ll cut it down for us.”

      Crooked shook his head sadly. “You’re missing the point of this exercise.”

      “To annoy me as much as possible?”

      Crooked sighed. “It’s a good thing I know you so well. Otherwise, I might think you’re an ass.”

      They walked along with dozens of families, most of them with children, until they got to the farm proper. A line formed next to a sign that read Free Ride on Santa’s Sled. A team of two Morgan horses, patiently waiting, puffed steam from their nostrils into the frigid air, a reminder to Evan that he should have worn a hat. The teenage boy in the driver’s seat, perched on top of a bale of hay, stared at the screen of a cell phone, killing time while his partner helped passengers to their seats. Santa’s sled, an open wagon filled with bales of hay, looked suspiciously like a hayride except for the strings of colored lights hanging from the sides.

      To the left of the barn, rows of evergreens resigned to their fate stretched out on a snow-covered field lit by spotlights hung from poles. They all looked the same to Evan. Hopefully, Joseph would agree to take the first tree they came to.

      A couple passed by sipping steaming drinks, and a young boy, concentrating on his candy cane lollipop, bumped into Evan. After the boy’s mother handed him half her supply of napkins, he rubbed at the sticky spot left on his jeans, muttering, “This place is a zoo.”

      Crooked grinned. “And you haven’t even been inside yet.”

      The three of them joined the people streaming into the barn through a side door. Inside, Evan paused to take in the changes. He sniffed the air. Instead of the nostalgic aroma of dirt, dust and
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