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  Dedication


To B.

And my train besties—Raine, Ellen, Shawna,

and my partner in all things train, Katie.
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  A Verse to Christmas


Davyn Kayne was the shining star of the literary world, until a rival’s false accusation toppled his career. 
Waitress Paige Chamberlain has lived a more mundane life but hides a secret that could ruin them both.
Can two mismatched strangers, averse to the holidays, discover the true meaning of Christmas and make poetry together?
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Chapter One


After three days of traveling on the super fancy Rocky Mountain Christmas Train, Paige Chamberlain was eager to get out and stretch her legs. 
Most days, she was on her feet, serving customers at the Over Easy Diner where she worked in her hometown of Wamsutter, Wyoming. The place had a skatepark, a trailer court, and not much else. It sat beside Interstate 80, a major highway from San Francisco, through Cheyenne, to the East Coast.
Paige had visited Cheyenne a time or two, but never California. She’d never even been out of Wyoming!
Until now.
In her twenty-six years, this was her first time leaving the state, on her trip of a lifetime, which began in Denver, Colorado. Ironically, the train was clickety-clacking back through Wyoming on this epic journey she’d won.
And she’d never won anything before in her life! All thanks to an unknown benefactor.
Finally, she’d see the rest of her state and more as they continued north. Somewhere along the way, she and another contestant would work together to complete a task of some sort for a chance to win the twenty-five thousand dollar grand prize.
Tonight, everyone had been invited to enjoy an off-train excursion, in the shadow of Casper Mountain. With the soft snow falling around them, in a state where the wind could pick up at any moment, they were shuttled to an auditorium.
As Paige passed through the entrance, she caught her reflection in the glass doors—a dark-haired, wide-eyed gal, in well-worn jeans and an oversize parka. She burrowed into the coat’s warmth as the crowd swept her inside.
Once in the bright airy foyer, she eyed the ginormous Christmas tree in the corner to her right. Dressed in blue lights, red baubles, and white tinsel, it brightly displayed the colors of both the country and the state’s flags. The latter flapped from the diner’s flagpole every day. But the image of a white bison in silhouette, surrounded by blue, and trimmed with red and white borders, wasn’t anywhere near as fancy as this Christmas tree.
Stunning.
Paige never bothered putting up a tree in her apartment. Decorating the diner was more than enough work. But she admired those who made an extra effort and strung outdoor lights on their houses and displayed blow-up Santas on their lawns. It all added to the festive mood of the neighborhood.
She stood on tiptoes, scanned the folks wearing suits and evening gowns, and looked for a familiar face.
Chris Watson, an elderly gentleman, rolled his wheelchair up to the Christmas tree, with his personal nurse, Maddie Hayes, by his side. A middle-aged couple, who always dressed identically, joined them. Tonight, the pair wore matching green sweaters. His read, “I have everything I want for Christmas,” and hers read, “I’m everything.”
Awwwww.
By a bank of eight-foot windows, Jenny, their hostess, chatted with two men and four women that Paige also recognized from the train.
Would one of them be her partner?
“Looking for the loo?” an accented voice at her side asked. Bruce, a bartender from the train, used his blond head to point toward the washrooms. Despite his Aussie expressions, Paige could relate to Bruce as a fellow server. He’d come to her rescue one evening during a fancy train dinner when she didn’t know which fork to use.
And, now that he’d mentioned it, a trip to the ladies’ room before the presentation might be a good idea.
“Thanks. Are you staying for the show?” She’d feel more comfortable sitting with someone she knew. In his usual train uniform of a white shirt, black pants, and a black tie, he was better dressed for the event than she was.
“Can’t. Just here to shepherd people in, then it’s back to the Christmas Train for me. You can join the staff in the bar car after the show if you like.”
Page wasn’t much of a drinker. She’d nurse the same glass all night, just to be sociable. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
Bruce smiled, his eyes crinkling. As he strode off, an usher handed her a program, which promised An Evening of Christmas Poetry and Song. Paige liked music, but she’d never been one to read a poem, not even when she attended high school.
Which made it even more curious when she’d found a book of poems in her cabin on the train earlier this evening.
She pulled the copy from the purse she’d slung over her shoulder and randomly flipped to the copyright page. “Third edition.”
She hadn’t meant to say the words out loud and, when the woman beside her gave her a sharp look, Paige made a mental note. Read with your eyes and not your mouth.
She stepped away from the woman, found a quiet corner, and studied the book’s cover again. Davyn Kayne’s bearded face peered out at her.
An award-winning, bestselling poet, his biography said. Today’s top recording artists have set his poems and original lyrics to music, resulting in eight Number One Hits, two Grammys, a Golden Globe, and an Oscar. Davyn Kayne is simply a global phenomenon.
Who could live up to such hype?
And who could have dropped the book off in her cabin? One of the housekeeping staff? Did they enjoy poetry? Would they miss it?
When she got back to the train, she’d ask for the Lost and Found. She hadn’t had time on her way to the auditorium, so she’d stuffed the book in her purse.
Oh, who was she kidding?
She could have left the book in her cabin, but something about the photo intrigued her. The author reminded her of someone she’d seen before. And a story she’d heard. On the news, maybe.
A bell sounded and the foyer lights dimmed for a second. The audience moved toward two sets of gigantic double doors that led to the seating area. Wary of being engulfed by the crowd, Paige hung back.
That’s when she noticed a man leaning against a pillar. Or trying to hide behind it.
As a waitress, she’d learned to size up people fast and predict her tip from a customer’s clothes and attitude with uncanny accuracy. Single, middle-aged men were often generous. Young couples with kids? Forget about it.
This guy was in his mid-thirties. Dark, unruly hair fell across his forehead. The man’s tan suede jacket spoke of money but was far too light for a Wyoming winter. The inner corners of his brows drew upward and made his dark eyes appear sunken. His mouth sloped down at the sides like he’d forgotten how to smile.
She’d seen him on the train and recognized him as a passenger. Another contestant, like herself, perhaps.
He took a step toward the auditorium, froze, then turned and headed for the doors she’d just entered, and fled the building, into the night.
Through the windows, she saw him pull a black scarf over his mouth. With that cloth covering the lower part of his face, the man looked very much like…
No. It wasn’t possible. Too coincidental.
Paige looked at the photo on the book’s cover again. Could the man really be Davyn Kayne?
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Chapter Two


Back in his cabin on the train, Davyn awoke. He rubbed his neck, stiff from sleeping upright in his black leather chair. 
With a groan, he leaned his elbows on the desk at his side and sent an empty bourbon glass skittering. The sweet vanilla scent of the liquor’s residue turned his stomach, and the knock at his door reverberated in his head.
“Come.”
The cabin door slid open and Bruce, the bartender, appeared. He looked crisp and perky—too perky, frankly—in a clean, white shirt. Had the dear lad come to bring him the hair of the dog that bit him? It might be the best remedy for Davyn’s condition.
After singing out a cheery greeting, Bruce shot a glance at the bed, yesterday’s Belgian chocolate still sitting on the crisp, white pillowcase. Without comment, he set a tray on the mahogany desk, next to the eight-inch miniature Christmas tree that decorated the room.
Davyn planned to chuck the fake pine in a drawer as soon as he was alone.
On the tray, he eyed a cup of black coffee, a large glass of water, a serving of multigrain toast and, beside the napkin…a couple of Tylenol.
Was it that obvious he needed them?
He glimpsed his reflection in the cabin’s panoramic window—his jaw in need of a razor, his eyes rimmed red, and his clothes unchanged since yesterday.
Yup. It was that obvious.
“On the Rocky Mountain Christmas Train, we strive to meet your every need,” Bruce told him. “Even before you think of it.”
Though the spiel sounded a tad rehearsed, Davyn had to admit, he sure hadn’t wanted for anything on this trip so far. Meals on the train were top-notch and the views of the passing snow-covered countryside, gorgeous. He stood, unsteady as a rooky sailor, and reached into his back pocket.
“No gratuity needed.”
“Right.” Just as well. He’d spent months in court hemorrhaging the money he’d earned from his first book. First and last. If Davyn hadn’t won this trip, he’d never have been able to afford it.
A squeak sounded on the other side of the cabin wall. No, not a squeak. More of a yip.
“Is there a dog onboard?”
“Yeah. Fellow next door has a right cutie. The organizers told him to bring the dog along. Knew he shouldn’t be without it.”
The dog yapped again, and Bruce smiled. Indulgently. Or, Davyn wondered, was that tolerance directed at him?
Before he could ask, Bruce palmed the empty bourbon glass, backed out of the cabin saying, “Enjoy your breakfast,” and closed the door behind him.
In Davyn’s current state, eating was the last thing on his mind, but he knew he needed some carbs and non-alcoholic liquid. He took a steadying breath and removed the holly-themed ring from his napkin.
That’s when he saw the cream envelope embossed with gold lettering. From it, he pulled out
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The News Post

Charity Train
Rolls This
December,

Win the trip of a
lifetime this
December on the
maiden voyage of
the luxurious
Rocky  Mountain
Christmas Train.
With a chance to
win  a $25,000
cash prize for the
charity of your
choice. To enter,
send your name,
address, and a bio,
along with the

name of your
charity and why
you chose it to
3566 Maple
Lane, Delta,
Alabama,
36258.
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