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Toxic Train

Third in the Ella Westin Mysteries

 


Name: Ella Westin

Date of
Incident: November 1827

Location: Train bound for Port Bass,
Maine

Mission: Arrive home safely from
honeymoon

Report
Filed: Private Files

Incident: Murder

 


After my honeymoon,
my husband and I took the train from Cape Cod back to Port Bass,
Maine.

Nothing happened.

My husband—Joe Westin with the deep blue
eyes and hair the color of the sun—and I, Ella Westin—with the dull
blonde hair and lovely outlook—enjoyed our train ride in which
nothing untoward took place.

It was a normal, wonderful end to our
charming, relaxing honeymoon.

Do you believe me? 'Cause I thought I'd try
my hand at fiction. You see, something did happen. Something
terrible.

One word: murder.

Or, two words: another murder.

My husband says I collect dead bodies like
most women collect hat pins. In my defense, it is part of my job.
To the world at large, I'm a secretary in the little seaside town
of Port Bass, Maine. In reality, I'm hired by my government to
solve crimes. My specialty appears to be murder.

Solving, not committing.

We sat in the quaint dining car of a rocking
train, having just finished our meal. Three men and two women
shared the narrow room with us and I saw one of those gleams in
Joe's eye as he gazed at the men and their cigars.

"Go," I said.

"Huh?" His blue eyes focused on me.

"Go play with your friends."

"They're not my friends."

I reached across the table and angled his
watch from the chain so I could read the numerals. "I give it ten
minutes."

"You give what ten minutes?"

A bulky man in a black suit and scuffed
shoes stood before us. "Excuse me, miss, sir. May I borrow a match
from your pack there?" He pointed at the table.

A huge grin spread over Joe's face. He
snatched my left wrist and held it up. "We're married."

"Are you now? Quite recently, I
suspect."

Joe dropped my hand. "How'd you know?"

The man burst into tears. I was stunned but
Joe jumped up and patted his back.

Another man sprang forward and grabbed the
sobbing man's shoulders. "Pull yourself together!"

"S-s-s-sorry."

"What's wrong?" Joe asked, his open face
showing nothing but compassion and the need to set things
right.

"I do most humbly apologize for my brother's
embarrassing display."

"Is he all right?" Joe demanded, still
patting the first man's back.

The second man shrugged. He was much thinner
than his brother but they both shared the same healthy complexion
and bright, green eyes. Twins, I suspected. This one wore a tweed
suit. He stuck out his hand, clutching his brother with the other.
"I'm Harry Ladd, call me Harry, and this is my brother, Perry. He's
a doctor." He studied the bigger man carefully. "He just lost his
wife."

"Oh, no…" Joe breathed.

"I'm afraid so. We buried her two days ago.
He's in no state to be alone so I'm bringing him back with me to
New York. I own a men's clothing store there. A quite successful
one, too."

"You do brotherhood a service, sir, but I
must disagree with you."

Harry furrowed his brow. "I don't own a
successful men's store?"

Joe leaned in and whispered, "This is
not an embarrassing display. If I ever lost my wife, I
wouldn't be doing so well as this strong man here."

Harry broke into a smile. "Would you care to
join us? Help us through the grieving? I don't promise fun, but
laughter is the best medicine and we could use a fresh face. Right,
Perry?"

Dr. Ladd slumped forward, his eyes glazed
over.

Harry suddenly paled, wrinkles appeared
around his mouth and upon closer examination, his bright green eyes
were bloodshot. "I would be forever in your debt, sir."

Indignation took over Joe's features.
"Nonsense! What is fellow man for but to help one another? My God,
life would be boring otherwise."

Boring? I wondered. What would boring be
like? It sounded kind of nice.

Harry slapped my husband's shoulder. "I'll
buy you a drink."

"No!" One of the other men, a short, squat
fellow in a red vest, waved a cigar. "It's my turn to buy the
drinks."

"Then mine," his tall companion said. "You
can buy the next round after that, Harry."

Harry and Joe led the man in mourning to the
table on the other side of the dining car. With the lure of cigars
and brandy, not to mention sticking his nose in to help someone in
a fragile state, I wouldn't see my husband 'til morning.

I'm not complaining, a little quiet time
would be a blessing about now. Growing up an orphan, creating a
unique job in the government to escape a prison sentence and
trusting no one as I investigated people's darkest secrets, I was
used to being alone. Relying on myself.

Then I met Joe, though I wasn't introduced
to him by that name as we met whilst he was undercover. I had never
felt lonely until I met Joe.

Now we were married and travelling home from
the honeymoon. It would be nice to have a quiet, silent, calm,
tranquil, serene, peaceful evening alone.
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"Honey?"

My name was Ella, especially in public but
he insisted on attracting my attention by using that ridiculous
word. I tried ignoring him but his second attempt was always
accompanied by a hint of urgency and familiarity that I couldn't
resist. It was as if the moniker was my name and belonged to
no one else.

"Honey!"

I turned to face him. "Yes, Joe?"

He smiled broadly. "I'd like to introduce
you to my friends."

I crossed the train car and reached for his
watch. "Seven and a half minutes," I muttered.

"'Til what?"

He'd already forgotten my little prediction.
"Nothing, dear. Go on."

"You remember Harry Ladd and his brother,
Perry." He pointed to the brothers. "They're on their way to New
York."

"So I gathered."

Dr. Ladd clapped his watery eyes on mine.
"I'm sorry, ma'am."

I loathe emotions. Better to cut this off
quickly. "For what? You show the deep love you and your wife still
share. As my husband said, never apologize for expressing it."

Joe stared at me as if I'd sprouted wings.
He thought he was the only one who could go undercover?

Dr. Ladd maintained his composure and it was
his brother now who flicked a finger to his eye. It's my belief
that men in public should only cry at a funeral or if they've been
shot. And if the latter, they could misidentify tears as sweat.
"Mr. Ladd—"

"Harry, please." He regained his senses and
finished his brandy in one sip.

Joe pointed to the short, stocky man with
balding hair. He wore tan pants, frayed at the cuffs, and a red
handkerchief peeked out from his matching but worn vest. He was put
together quite nicely but the ensemble was strained, as if he was
trying too hard. "This is Corey Tanton. His wife is sick with a
headache in their compartment."

"I'm sorry to hear that." Smart woman. I'll
have to remember that one.

"And these are the Rivers, Abe and his wife,
Shelly."

I smiled at them. Abe was tall and showed
signs of stress. Not in the moment but the years showed in his face
and posture. He looked fifty but I'd guess he was in his early
forties. She was blonde like me, but her hair longer and shiny.

Please don't ask to sit with me because I'm
the only woman in a room full of smoking, drinking men.

Mrs. Rivers stood up, her back to the men,
and flashed me an expectant look. "Mrs. Westin, would you like to
have coffee over there where the air is fresher?" She pointed at my
table.

"Um…" Please don't grab me and pretend
like we're friends because our men are sitting around
gossiping.

Mrs. Rivers grabbed my arm and led me back
to my own table, whispering conspiratorially. "I can't stand when
men talk about work, can you?"

It was better than talking about feelings.
Or clothes. We sat and she clasped her hands together. "Where did
you get that charming dress?"

I glanced at my attire. "This?" I wore a
dark blue dress that has served me well. I wear clothes to shield
myself from nature, not as an expression of who I am. They haven't
invented that outfit yet.

"It's darling. So you and Mr. Westin just
got married?"

"Yes. We did." I did not like where this was
heading. "How long have you and Mr. Rivers been married?"

"Oh, please, call me Shelly."

I swallowed as I forced a smile and spoke
through gritted teeth. "Call me Ella."

"Oh! Don't you just love making friends in
the strangest places?"

Was a train a strange place? And no, I
don't.

"Beth and I were so happy when the company
sent us on this vacation. You haven't met Beth yet. She's Corey's
wife."

Yet?

"She's got a headache, poor thing. It's
expected, I guess. The worry has got to her."

"Worry?" As long as she kept talking, the
evening might go by quickly.

"Oh, did I say worry? Just the strain of
life, Ella. They haven't had a vacation in five years, you know. I
couldn't imagine that. Abe and I take one twice a year come rain or
shine. This is our third in '27. A company bonus for both Abe and
Corey. Corey works for my husband, as his secretary. He's quite
good, too. My husband's right hand man. The company wouldn't send
them without their wives." She offered me a reproachful look and I
felt compelled to respond in some way.

"That wouldn't do."

"No, it wouldn't. Poor Beth. She'll get a
break from sewing, anyway."

"Sewing?"

"She sews the most darling little dresses
you've ever seen in any shop outside of Baltimore."

"Are you from Maryland?"

"We are. A darling little place in Baltimore
on Cottage Street. I can't wait to visit New York. I've never been
but the company has sent Abe there on business a number of
times."

"Who does he work for?" Curiosity got the
better of me. Or maybe it was my training. Finding out about people
was my job. But I was on vacation.

"Henderson Metal. They supply material to
the railroads. Trains are a wonderful way to travel and much faster
and more comfortable than going by wagon. And the weather stays
outside." She swept her arm east, toward the Atlantic Ocean." One
day this massive land will all be connected by rail. We'll be able
to ride back and forth to anywhere in luxury and style."

"Sounds lovely."

"Oh, it will be. It's all politics, you
know."

"What's all politics?"

"Everything."

Well, that cleared that up. Silly me for not
knowing.

"But enough about the future. I want to know
about the recent past. What kind of dress did you have?"

"When?"

"At your wedding, Ella!"

"My wedding." Oh, no. We were back on that.
"Um...well, it was…silver, I think."

"What a wonderful color for your skin!"

"And it had a drawstring skirt."

"How easy."

"It was fluffy enough to hide my saber."

Shelly took a long look at me. Perhaps I
shouldn't have said that.

"A saber? In your wedding skirts?" She
leaned in. "Is that a family tradition?"

"Yes. Yes, it was. On my mother's Spanish
side." For all I knew, it could have been. Though I doubt my mother
was Spanish. I had to steer this conversation away from clothes or
my wedding day. I wasn't about to relive that nightmare.

"What was it like? How was the church
decorated? Did it rain? How many guests did you have? Did your
father walk you down the aisle? Did anything go wrong?"

It was miserable; the decorations included
mud and seaweed, it rained cats and dogs, my guests ran for their
lives, I walked down the aisle with a not-so-retired pirate with a
wooden leg who had just set the town on fire and my maid of honor
was murdered. Shelly would either faint dead away at such details
or ask what the pirate was wearing so I said, "Everything was
wonderful."

"Oh!"

Shelly asked for more and more details until
I asked what her wedding day was like. I got lost in ruffles and
beadwork and wondered what the boys were talking about. It was
bound to be more interesting than this. Their laughter grew louder
by the story. I picked out Joe's voice and heard him say, "…should
have seen the look on her face when my father grabbed her arm and
started walking her down the aisle!"

Peals of laughter ripped through the dining
car.

"In the water?" Dr. Ladd asked.

"Through it," Joe answered.

What I wouldn't give for my saber right
now.
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The tall man, Abe
Rivers, stood up and crossed the car. He leaned down and kissed his
wife on the cheek. "I'm going to get more cigars from our
compartment. Do you need anything?"

"No, but could you check on Beth? I gave her
our key and offered the headache powder I keep in my bag. I'm
worried about her."

"Of course, dear." He kissed the top of her
head and left.

Shelly's cheeks reddened. "I think our
husbands are reminded of how important we are to them, after Dr.
Ladd's loss."

"Yes." My husband could scarcely get more
affectionate but then, we did just marry.

"Abe is a sweet man but he's so consumed by
his work. Even now he acts as though he's on a business trip. The
man doesn't know how to relax."

"He does seem overwrought."

Shelly waved a hand. "How many children are
you going to have?"

"Joe wanted ten but I've talked him down to
eight."

Her eyes grew.

"I'm hoping by the
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