
[image: image]

Christmas Fare

––––––––

By

––––––––

Donna Steele

Copyright @ 2024 Donna Steele

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by an information storage and retrieval system-except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review to be printed in a magazine, newspaper, or on the Web without permission in writing from the publisher.

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Cover Artist: Leslie Ray, 2024


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Epilogue

Other Books by Donna Steele

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


My thanks go out to Linda and Lynne for telling me what I’d left out of the story – I need you guys to keep me straight!

And to Darhon

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One



[image: ]


Dawn watched the platform as the train pulled into the station. It hadn’t been a bad ride, though it had taken more time, it was a lot less crowded than a plane would have been this week before Christmas. No, the problem was the destination. While she might be looking forward to seeing Dad and spending a little time with him, being with her stepmother, Daphne and stepsister, Chloe didn’t inspire any Christmas-y feelings.

At least the trip on the train had given her time to decompress. Her new job took a lot of her time and energy. She loved it but being away for a few days would no doubt help her in the long run.

That brought back to mind the negative that Chloe, who had dropped out of college to “find herself”, still hadn’t bothered to find a job nor seemed to be looking for one. Why was Dad putting up with that? He never had with her.

She shook her head, it wasn’t her business, not really, and looked at her phone as it buzzed an incoming message.

Are you here yet? I’m stuck at work. I’ve ordered you a Lyft to the house on my account and I’ll see you there. Love you! Dad

Was he kidding? He couldn’t even pick her up? Of course Daphne wouldn’t come out for her and heaven forbid Chloe do something for someone else. She might break a nail.

This was starting out as a super beginning to her vacation. Oh yeah, she was in a great mood.

Screw it, her visit wouldn’t be that long, and it was Christmas. She’d surely get to spend some time with Dad before she had to return. A quick note back assured him she was fine, only a little white lie to keep the peace.

She pulled her knit cap down over her ears and zipped up her coat, then wrangled her suitcase and carryon from the space above her and headed for the platform. Rather than mess with her phone at the same time, she waited until she was inside the station before pressing the notification from Lyft. It was too cold to stand outside anyway. She’d forgotten how cold the wind could be here. Who would think that living in New York City would make you soft.

“Luke” would be here in four minutes in a dark green SUV.

She sank onto a chair that faced the windows. Most of the people on her train had already cleared out, picked up by loved ones anxiously waiting for them for the holiday. She sighed again.

It didn’t take long for the vehicle described to show up. It wasn’t new, but it was clean even with the weather they’d had. She rose and grabbed the handle of her suitcase to head outside. The driver, when he stepped out, caused her to pause. She’d expected someone older, heavier, maybe with a thick accent. Not a GQ hunk. Dark chestnut hair and deep brown eyes. Chiseled jaw line and a devastating grin. Okay, he was wearing jeans, and a Santa hat, not a suit but he couldn’t have looked any better in a suit. Yee gods...

He looked up and spotted her. “Dawn?”

“Yes.” She had trouble getting even that syllable out. She had obviously not gone out enough recently.

“I’m Luke. Let me get your bag.” He reached for it. When had he gotten that close and how did he smell so good? Damn, she was losing it. “Get on inside, it’s cold out here.”

She nodded, or thought she did, and slipped into the back seat. The inside of the car was clean as well and had a faint scent of cinnamon. Much better than the fake pine some drivers used.

He jumped in then and turned to smile at her. She’d never make it all the way to the house like this. Spontaneous combustion would ruin his nice clean seats.

He pulled smoothly out into traffic, then glanced up in the rearview mirror. “Home for the holidays?”

“Yes, such as it is.” Why had she said that? “It’s nice to be off work for a few days.”

“Family drama?” He’d picked up on her comment.

She chuckled. “For sure. How about you?”

“Of course, doesn’t everyone. That train was from New York, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. I work there.”

“You like it?”

“I do. I went there to go to Columbia and decided to stay.”

“You’re at Columbia?”

“I was. I got my MBA there a few days ago. December graduation. How about you?”

“That’s my goal, the MBA. I’m undergraduate at Columbia now, first semester senior. I’m a little behind, but that’s keeping the debt down. The scholarships and grants handle tuition but not all of the books and living expenses. Hence the Lyft gig while I’m home for the holidays myself.”

“That’s great.” She hadn’t put herself through, thanks to Dad, but she knew the expense. Her stepmother, Daphne knew it too, down to the penny. “Have you had Professor Short yet?”

“Last semester. I really liked him.” He glanced up in the mirror again and met her eyes.

“Yes, I have to say he was one of my favorites. He seemed the most real when it came to today’s business world. How much longer do you have to go?”

“Next semester is my last and I’m already taking some of the graduate courses. Anyone I should avoid?”

“Simpkins. Take Bailey’s course instead.” She answered with no hesitation.

“Noted. I’ve seen Simpkins around, has he ever smiled?”

“Not in living memory. We’d be picking up shards of his face for days.”

They both laughed.

“You’re from here?” she asked. She certainly didn’t remember seeing him around, but Chicago was a big place.

“Not really. My parents moved here after I graduated from high school. Dad’s mother needed help and no way would she move to New York. They decided to stay after she was gone. So I didn’t grow up here. Did you?”

That explained it, she thought. She would never have forgotten him. “Yes. But I only visit now.” Even if he’d lived here, he wouldn’t have gone to The Blake. That was an elite, private school she appreciated more now. “I’ve been gone for years though, without time to really visit. I’m sure a lot has changed.”

“Wouldn’t know. I try to get here for most holidays. And I prefer driving here than in New York.”

“Do you work for Lyft there?”

“No. I keep my car here and work at Plowshares in New York. Tips aren’t great with mostly students as customers but it’s easy to get to and from classes.”

“I’ve been there. Not recently though.”

“Sorry I missed you.” He grinned at her in the mirror. Too bad she hadn’t sat up front. Was that allowed? Geez, she could feel the blush, but she didn’t look away.

Using the address she’d given him, he turned into a new-to-her neighborhood with more than its share of McMansions and she looked around. In minutes he pulled into the u-shaped driveway of an imposing white brick house.

“Nice,” he commented.

She, however, was gawking at the place.

“Isn’t this it?” he asked.

She shrugged. “It’s the right address. I haven’t been here before.”

“What?”

“Daphne wanted a new place after she and Dad got married. I guess she got it.”

“Not your mother.”

“No. Mom died nearly four years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

She only nodded, just staring at the house.

“Do you want to drive around the block or anything?”

“Oh, no. I’m sorry. I know you need to get moving. Forgive me.”

“No problem. Let me get your bag.”

She let herself out of the car and looked up at the tall edifice in front of her. Damn, Daphne had pulled no punches getting to the top. Good thing her educational costs were over. Of course, Dad hadn’t paid for her graduate school. Still...

She turned when she felt Luke beside her and reached for the bag.

“I’ve got it.”

Was he going to walk her to the door? Unnecessary and oh so welcomed suddenly. “Thank you,” she whispered, and they walked together to the double door.

She had no key, so she rang the bell. It took a minute before Chloe opened the door. Her welcoming smile faded at the sight of Dawn, “Oh, is that today? I wasn’t expecting you.” The smile reemerged when she spotted Luke. Her posture improved as well, lifting her breasts. Typical.

Dawn fought not to shake her head in disgust.

“May I come in?” Dawn asked, since Chloe hadn’t
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