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Chapter One

 


A flustered 35-year-old daughter was
traveling over the speed limit, barreling down Interstate Five
heading north towards Los Angeles’ Union Station, wanting to make
sure that her 67-year-old mother would catch her train to Seattle
in time.

Her mother, Madeline Brown, was clinging onto
the strap above the passenger side door, gripping it as if her life
depended on it. “No need to speed,” Catherine,” she told her
daughter. “We have plenty of time.”

Catherine made an abrupt lane change and
answered, “I don’t understand why you didn’t just fly to Seattle
out of John Wayne Airport instead of wanting to take the train. It
would have been cheaper than it is for you to have to pay for a
sleeper on the train.”

“It’s on my bucket list.”

“Why?”

Their conversation was interrupted by the
ringing of Catherine’s phone. She was a psychologist whose patients
always seemed to be in the middle of a crisis.

Catherine answered the call, and sure enough,
her patient Karen was once more complaining of having suicidal
thoughts.

Catherine did her best to make her voice
sound calm and even. “Karen, listen to me. This is serious
business. I want you to hang up and call 911.”

“But I’d rather see you. Can I come to your
office in an hour?”

“Karen, I’m taking my mother to Los
Angeles.”

“Where are you now?”

“I’m on the 5.”

“Can’t you turn around and come back?”

“I need to get her to Union Station. I won’t
be back for about three hours.”

“Three hours! What am I supposed to do until
then?”

“If you are in imminent danger of hurting
yourself, you need to call 911. Do you have a gun or sleeping pills
with you?”

“No.”

“Do you want me to call 911 for you?”

“No. That won’t be necessary. I’ll wait until
I talk to you.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear it.”

A car on the freeway cut her off and
Catherine answered with an obscene gesture.

“Catherine!” Madeline protested. “Don’t do
things like that!”

Catherine told her patient, “Look. I gotta
go. I’m right in the middle of heavy traffic. Hang in there,
okay?”

“Okay.”

“Listen to that relaxation tape I gave
you.”

“I lost it.”

Catherine took a deep breath and counted to
ten. “Karen, I gotta go. I’ll talk to you later.” She hung up
before her patient could protest further.

Madeline looked over at her daughter. “Honey,
I don’t know how you can handle your job. It seems so
stressful.”

“I like helping people.”

“That’s good of you.”

Another car tried to get into their lane and
Catherine flipped off the driver.

Her mother answered, “I really wish you’d
stop doing that. Somebody might shoot us. Look what happened to
that little boy who got shot in his car seat after that road rage
incident. Seems like people are carrying their guns in their cars
now. Everyone seems so mad when they drive.”

“I’ll be fine, Mother. Try not to worry.”

“I’m worried about my safety,
too.”

Changing the subject, Catherine asked, “What
were we talking about before my phone rang?”

“My bucket list.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s right.”

“I’ve always wanted to travel aboard The
Coast Starlight.”

“Why?”

“I just want to take the train and see the
California coastline, the fall leaves in the forest in Oregon, and
Mount Shasta covered in snow. Doesn’t that sound wonderful?”

“I suppose.”

I just want to see them before I die. I don’t
have much time left, you know.”

Madeline had been battling pancreatic cancer
and after several rounds of chemo and radiation, she was told that
there was nothing more her doctors could do. No further treatment
would help and she only had three or four months left in her life.
And she wanted to make the most of her time left.

“Sometimes the doctors are wrong, Mom. You’re
a pretty strong lady. You never know.”

“You never know,” Madeline repeated as
Catherine exited the freeway and made her way to the parking garage
at Union Station.

When they reached the garage, Catherine
couldn’t find a place to park. She drove around and around all the
levels of the structure and the only spaces she could find were for
compact cars and she drove an SUV. Finally, she found a space with
two cars on either side parked over the lines separating the
spaces.

“What’s with people?” Catherine complained.
“I’d never park my car like that. How inconsiderate!”

“That space is supposed to be for compact
cars, honey. Maybe we should try somewhere else.”

“Do you see any other spaces?”

“No, honey. The lot is definitely
packed.”

Catherine drove her car forward and had to
back up and try once more to squeeze into the space. After a few
times, her car was finally sandwiched in.

“Honey,” Madeline told her. “We don’t have
enough room to get out.”

“Open your door. If you don’t hit the car
next to us, you can squeeze through.”

“Sweetie. I don’t think I can.”

“Well, at least try,” Catherine answered with
impatience.

“No need to get testy. I’ll see if I can get
out.”

After a few false moves, she was finally
outside the car.

Catherine couldn’t get out on her side of the
car and had to climb over the gear shift to reach the passenger
side. She was not as thin as her mother was but finally managed to
pry herself out of her car.

“It’s a good thing we packed my suitcase in
the trunk and not the back seat,” Madeline told her.

“I’m glad your stuff is in the trunk too.”
Catherine pulled out her mother’s suitcase and set it on the
ground.

Madeline was filled with excitement about her
train trip and told her daughter, “Let’s walk around to the front
of the station. It is really a spectacular building.”

“I don’t think we have time,” her daughter
protested.

Madeline looked at her watch. “Honey, we’ve
got plenty of time. Come on. I want to show it to you.”

Union Station is an iconic Los Angeles
landmark. Built in the late 30s with Mission style and Art Deco
architecture, it has been called, “The Last of the Great Train
Stations”.

Once Madeline and Catherine reached the front
of the building, Madeline said, “Isn’t it beautiful?!”

“Yes, mother. It really is.”

They looked at a white two-story building
that was built in the Mission style and had a large clock tower
with Art Deco-designed numbers representing the digits on the
clock. Several palm trees had been planted long ago and now were
full-grown. They towered above the train station and set against a
clear blue sky, had that quintessential “Hotel California”
vibe.

Madeline told her daughter, “Your father and
I took an architecture tour one time when we came up here from the
Santa Ana train depot. It was really fun. I learned a lot. Just
imagine all the glamorous Hollywood stars from back in the day who
once came here to board their trains.”

“I bet a lot of movies were filmed here.”

“They were.” Madeline held her daughter’s
right hand and said, “Come on, honey. Let’s go inside.”

They entered the waiting room and saw the
impressive wooden coffered ceiling and massive Art Deco
chandeliers. There was a geometric tile design running down the
middle of the room and roomy built-in leather chairs were on either
side of the tiled lane. Tall windows lit up the large room.

Off to the left was a room closed to the
public that used to house the long walnut ticket counter that took
up almost an entire side of the large room.

Madeline and Catherine peeked into the room
and Catherine asked, “Didn’t they reconfigure this room when the
Academy Awards were held here this year?”

“Yes, they did. It sure looks different,
doesn’t it?”

“It looks a lot better.”

They walked by a restaurant called Traxx and
Madeline told her daughter, “When your dad and I took the train for
the architecture tour, we ate here.”

She looked across the room and saw another
restaurant called the West Coast Beer Company. It was closed, and
Madeline let go of her daughter’s hand and peered through a window
to get a closer look.

“This room was completely empty when your
father and I were on the tour, but our guide brought us here. Come
and look at it through the window.” It was another room decorated
with geometric designs on the floor and running along the bottom of
the walls. It was now a brewery that was supposed to look like an
old beer hall that you might find in Germany. There were pool
tables and shuffleboard tables, along with gaming tables where you
could play cards. Dining tables lined the walls.

Madeline told her daughter, “You and I should
take the train up here sometime and scope this place out.”

“Mom, it does sound fun. But for now, we
better get going. You’re supposed to be at the Metropolitan Lounge
thirty minutes before it’s time for the train to leave.”

She was referring to a VIP room where
roomette and sleeping car passengers could have a snack and
comfortably sit while waiting for the red cap to take their luggage
and direct them to the right train car.

“I’d like to get you settled in before I
leave,” Catherine told her mother.

“I think I can find my way around,
honey.”

As they were heading to the lounge, Madeline
watched with envy as she saw young families with their overly
excited children eager to board the train. She admired the young
couples holding hands, possibly on their honeymoons. At least
that’s how Madeline imagined them to be.

She recalled her own honeymoon when she and
her dearly departed husband had taken the California Zephyr from
Emeryville, California to Chicago. It had been the trip of a
lifetime. They enjoyed seeing the Sierras out of the sleeping car
bedroom window and watching the changing light reflected off the
orange and brown cliffs in Utah and Colorado. They laughed at the
kids who mooned the train next to streams in Colorado and admired
the grand Victorian hotel in Glenwood Springs.

When the Amtrak worker at the station in
Emeryville had told the Zephyr passengers that there was no Wi-Fi
on the train, a collective moan could be heard among the crowd.

He scolded them by saying, “Now’s the time to
read that bestseller you’ve been putting off. Now’s the time to
write that “Great American Novel” you always dreamed of writing.
Train time is found time,” he had said. “Toss aside your watches
and clocks. You’ll know when it’s time to eat your meals when you
hear the announcer tell you to come to the dining car. On the
train, time consists of the sun coming up and the sun going down.”
He went on to say, “Meet new people from all different walks of
life over dinner or when you’re in the observation car. Learn about
the building of the railroad as told by volunteer historians.

Catherine noticed her mother was lost in
thought and asked, “Are you alright?”

“Oh, I was just thinking about the time your
father and I took the Zephyr.”

“Okay. I thought I’d lost you there for a
minute.” She saw an information booth and asked where the
Metropolitan Lounge was. After getting directions, she hurried her
mother there.

Catherine kissed her mother goodbye. “I
really wish I could stay until you board the train, but I need to
get back to my patients.”

“It’s okay, honey. I’ll be fine.”

“Now I want you to stay put and not wander
around the station, admiring the old rooms.”

“I’ll stay here. I promise.”

“Good. Now I got to go. I hope you have a
wonderful trip.”

“Goodbye, Sweetie. I’ll see you in a
week.”

“Are you sure you’re going to be alright,”
Catherine asked after hugging her mother.

“Yes. I’ll be fine. Go on. Your patient needs
you.”

After Catherine walked out of the room,
Madeline whispered under her breath, “Free at last. Free at last.
Thank God almighty; I’m free at last.”

She loved the aura of train travel and
couldn’t help but be reminded of the actors and actresses who
starred in Murder on the Orient Express. It all seemed so
glamorous. She and her husband had always dreamed of riding the
Orient Express but were put off by the expense. Lost in memories of
her husband who had passed away five years earlier, she almost
missed hearing an announcer saying that it was time to board the
Coast Starlight. She stood up too quickly, felt lightheaded, and
fainted. When she eventually came to, she looked up to find an
attractive gentleman in his late sixties leaning over her and
asking if she was alright.

She pushed her dress down, trying to look
decent, and said, “Oh, I just stood up too quickly. I feel
ridiculous.”

“Here,” he told her. “Reach for my hand and
I’ll pull you up.”

“Oh, no. I wouldn’t dream of it. I’m too
heavy. I might throw your back out.”

“No you won’t. Let me help you.”

“I’m quite alright. A while back, I was in
physical therapy after a bad fall and the therapist taught me how
to get up off the ground by myself. First, I need to get out of
these high heels.” She leaned over, trying to reach for her
shoes.

She tried to mask the pain she felt in her
lower back, but he saw her wince and heard her softly cry out.

“Let me help you unbuckle the straps on your
shoes,” he offered.

“I’ve never felt so ridiculous in my entire
life.”

“I used to be a shoe salesman at a department
store I worked at when I graduated high school.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“Yes, it was, and thank you very much for
bringing that up,” he answered with a twinkle in his eyes.

“That didn’t come out right,” she
laughed.

He leaned down and unbuckled her shoes, and
then took them off. “Let’s see if we can get you to stand up.”

An Amtrak worker noticed that she had fallen
and came over to them. “Are you alright, ma’am? Shall I call
911?”

“Heavens no. I’m just fine.” She rolled over
on her side, got down on all four’s doggie-style, and hoped her
dress wasn’t pushed up and revealing too much of her backside. It
was embarrassing enough as it was.

She pulled up one knee and pushed herself
upright while the man who had been helping her took her arm and
made sure she didn’t fall.

“You did it!” he told her,
enthusiastically.

“How utterly embarrassing.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Oh yes. Nothing to worry about.”

He picked up her shoes off the floor. “Shall
I put these back on?”

She laughed. “No. No. That won’t be
necessary. But thank you for your help.”

“Are you sure you’re alright?” the Amtrak
worker asked.

“I’m fine. If you could just take me and my
suitcase to my room.”

“Are you in a roomette or a bedroom?”

“I have a bedroom.”

“Let me take your suitcase and we’ll get you
settled in.”

She turned to the attractive man who had
helped her stand and told him, “I hope we’ll see each other on the
train.”

“I certainly hope so, too.”


Chapter Two

 


 


After the sleeping car attendant, an African
American man in his mid-sixties who introduced himself as Mr. B,
showed her where she would be staying for the night and the
following day, she settled into her room. Lunch wouldn’t be for two
hours, so she wanted to get comfortable and changed into a dressing
gown and took off her wig.

Her hair had grown out about an inch but was
still too short and, in her opinion, needed to be covered up. She
had been reading a murder mystery when she was at home, and she
pulled it out of her suitcase. Sitting on a couch that the sleeper
car attendant would later convert into her bed, she dived into
Chapter Ten of her mystery. She was deep into her book when a voice
over the intercom in her room announced that lunch was now being
served in the dining car.

She changed back into her dress and heels
that she wore when she left home for Union Station and put her wig
back on. Looking at herself in the full-length mirror, she noticed
that she wasn’t quite as pale as she had been and had gained some
much-needed weight. Her eyes were her best feature—at least that’s
what her friends would tell her—while her husband used to say that
he loved her full lips especially when she wore red lipstick. He
said that she looked like Lauren Bacall did in To Have and Have
Not.

It had been many years since she looked like
the famous actress from films gone by, but in her opinion, she was
somewhere between okay and good-looking—especially when she took
into consideration the fact that she had cancer.

The high heels that she wore showed off her
well-toned legs and she worried that they were hardly practical
footwear for walking down hallways of a rocking train and passing
between doors of train cars to get to the dining room.

She had to travel through three train cars to
reach the dining car and when she arrived at her destination, the
Lead Service Attendant showed her to her table. She hadn’t been
sitting alone at the table for long when she saw the attractive man
who had come to her aid in The Metropolitan Lounge. She got a good
opportunity to look him over. He was wearing a long-sleeved
vee-necked cashmere sweater over a white shirt and a tie that had
the design of Venetian beads. He also had on corduroy pants and
soft leather loafers.

When he saw Madeline, he asked her if he
could share a table with her—just what she hoped he would do. Out
the window, they could see Santa Barbara and he told her, “Isn’t
this a lovely town?”

“Yes. It’s one of my favorites. I love the
red-tiled roofs and Spanish architecture.”

“So do I.”

“My husband and I sometimes spent long
weekends here.”

He looked disappointed. “Oh, so
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