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This story is based partly on real historical events, people, and the work involved in building the transcontinental railroad during the 1860s.  Early in its construction, the Union Pacific Vice President Thomas Durant arranged an all-expense-paid publicity event for a group of influential citizens and government officials to commemorate the railroad’s progress reaching the 100th meridian of longitude. This was known as the “Grand Excursion to the 100th Meridian.” Nothing was spared in making this excursion a memorable one for the travelers aboard the Union Pacific trains. The railroad, intent on ensuring a steady supply of funds for its continued construction needs, made sure that the excursionists were suitably impressed. Ultimately, the trip was a success as funding continued, enabling the Union Pacific to succeed. Never before had so much been spent on a rail trip for so few.  
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“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you not to do that! You need to get up from there now!” The conductor stood on the railroad platform and glared down at Gilbert Keillor, who was on his back, lying in the rail bed, focusing his video camera up at the front of the hulking Amtrak locomotive engine. A P42 Genesis, he thought, completely oblivious to the conductor’s pleading. Such a beautiful, elegant piece of equipment.  He loved the thick stripes of red, blue, and white that wrapped around the imposing, muscular locomotive. Its square cab windows reminded him of the windows in the B-17 bombers his father flew over Germany during World War II. Without taking his eyes off the camera viewfinder, Gilbert asked the conductor, “Could you ask the engineer to blow the train horn a few times for him?”

Clearly exasperated, the conductor gave Gilbert an ultimatum, “Sir, I’m only going to ask you one more time to get up and get off the tracks! You can’t be down there! I’ll have to call security if you don’t get up right now!”

“OK, OK!” Gilbert answered, relenting to the conductor’s demands. Geez, can’t a guy take a picture of a train anymore?

Gilbert Keillor was a lifelong, hard-core train buff. During most of his 40 years, he loved all things trains. He crisscrossed the country more times than he could remember aboard just about all of Amtrak's routes. He was so familiar with Amtrak’s long-distance trains that he could recall their schedules from memory. The Lionel train set he got for Christmas as a boy was still in perfect condition and running on the elaborate model train setting in his garage. His friends and family thought he was quite the character, but he didn’t care what they thought. The trains gave him endless joy.

“Sir, I’m only concerned for your safety,” the conductor said, helping Gilbert up from the gravel rail bed. “What if the engineer decided it was time to go? You could be killed!”

“The Zephyr isn’t leaving for another thirty minutes,” Gilbert blurted out at the conductor with an authoritarian air. “He only just got here. He’s still doing his pre-trip checks. Look, up there in the window; see him with his clipboard?” Gilbert was correct: the engineer was busy checking his engines and their myriad array of gauges before departure. He had seen it a million times. He even watched up close during one excursion to New York when a friendly engineer let him ride along up front for half the trip east. He probably knew more about the workings of each locomotive than the conductor did. The conductor shook his head and walked away as Gilbert found a bench to sit on to watch the approaching and departing trains.

The California Zephyr is a long-distance Amtrak train that runs between Chicago and San Francisco. It doesn’t actually make it all the way to San Francisco due to the bay; instead, it begins and ends in Emeryville, California, just north of Oakland. Probably the most scenic train ride in America, the Zephyr passes through some of the nation’s most beautiful country. From the Sierras in California to the Rockies in Colorado, one would have to look long and hard to find a more beautiful train ride.

Gilbert booked a Roomette aboard the Zephyr this time. The Roomette is a compact private cabin featuring two seats that can sleep two. It is very roomy for one person or very cozy for two. Gilbert and his late wife, Michelle, made this very same trip for the first time over thirty-five years ago when they were first married. When his wife passed away six months ago, he became a virtual recluse. He rarely went out; mostly, he just stayed home with his two dogs. It was only after continual prodding by his brother that he decided to get out and take this trip. He hoped that riding the train again and traveling down the same rails might recapture the spirit he and his wife shared. Since Michelle’s death, he often “spoke” with her over dinner in their little home. People in his neighborhood, out walking their dogs in the evening, often saw him sitting alone at his dinner table, speaking animatedly to no one. His neighbors figured he had been speaking hands-free on his phone.

“Well, here we go again, Michelle,” Gilbert said, raising his camera and filming a slow-moving freight train lumbering by. “Bet you never thought we’d be taking the Zephyr again. I always knew it was your favorite. You’re going to love the Roomette I got us. They’ve just upgraded this car and everything is brand new.” Gilbert reached into his jacket pocket and found an old tissue that he used to wipe a tear from the corner of his eye. Just thinking of his wife and their trips always turned on the waterworks. An elderly couple passing by gave Gilbert that strange look that his conversations with Michelle often elicited.

As departure time neared, a crush of passengers made their way to the coach cars, where seating was first-come, first-served. Gilbert, as he always did, waited for the last minute to board, wishing instead to take in the scene at the depot. The sleeper car passengers boarded at their leisure since they already had assigned sleepers, so Gilbert was in no hurry. He wanted to take in as much of the station atmosphere as he could.

The Sleeping Car Attendant pulled the steps down from the sleeper car at the end of the train. That was Gilbert’s signal that it was time. He made his way over, pulling his small suitcase behind him. 

The attendant, an African American man in his mid-60s, recognized Gilbert immediately. “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Keillor. I had a feeling it was you sitting over there.” 

“Mr. B., I thought you retired.  I didn’t see you on the last two Zephyr trips I took.”

“Retired? Heck no! What would I do if I were retired? I’d miss taking care of you. From the looks of you, somebody has to.”

“Oh man, Mr. B., you haven’t changed at all. This Superliner is looking pretty good for being over twenty. I hope I can look half as good as I get older. She doesn’t show her years,” Gilbert said, patting the side of the train car. “So, what’s the best room today on this beautiful car?”

“Why are you asking me? You know this car better than anyone. Come on board and we’ll see what we can do.”

Gilbert followed Mr. B up the narrow stairway to the upper level. 

“I think you’ve stayed in all the Roomettes in this car. From what I recall, they have you in 27, but let’s put you in number 30. I know you liked it the last time I had you on my train. It’s the quietest room. No one has it booked, so it’s all yours.” Mr. B. quickly scribbled something on Gilbert’s boarding pass and handed it back to him. “Need help with your bag?”

“No. I’m good. Just brought the one. I’ll keep it in the room.”

“OK then. You take care, Gilbert. I’ll see you later. Let me know if you need anything. I’m in number 1 down at the end of the car.”

Smiling, Gilbert opened the door to his Roomette and put his bag down. He sat and took in the view of the platform below. Passengers hurried by, tickets in hand, searching for the correct car to board. He loved all the activity at the stations. The trains preparing to leave for a far-off destination, and Amtrak employees readying themselves for their different jobs. Yet with all the joy he felt, he still missed his dear wife. He closed his eyes and imagined her sitting next to him in the Roomette.

“Here we go again, Michelle. The beginning of another adventure. I know you insisted I continue to travel when you were gone, but honey, it’s the hardest thing to do without you. You know I love trains, but I love you much, much more. I wish you were still here by my side, enjoying all this like we used to do. My world is so empty without you. I’m trying to take care of myself. I’ve even learned how to use that new oven we got. I’m taking my pills too. Well, mostly. Please save me a seat wherever you are, so when my time comes, we can be together again. Maybe I can find a way to travel through time and space and see you again. I would love nothing more. I love you, darling. Until next time.”
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Paula Bannister couldn’t believe her luck when she heard she had been chosen for the Amtrak Writers Residency program. The program chose a handful of writers each year to work on projects of their choice in the unique workspace of a long-distance train.  Winning writers got their own private sleeper with plenty of atmosphere and room to be creative. To qualify, writers had to submit a piece they had written for a panel of judges to review. Paula submitted a murder/mystery she had written about a couple who travel to Savannah on their honeymoon, and while there, solve the mystery of who killed a famous chef.  She was dying to ask “the powers that be” at Amtrak why they chose her.  She wondered, was it because my book is partly a travelogue?  Did they like the fact that I have a lot of followers on Twitter and Facebook?  The judges of the contest wanted to know if she had a presence on Twitter and Facebook. She figured they wanted her to be a walking advertisement for Amtrak.  She thought, they didn’t tell me to write about my experiences on the train, but I bet they hope I will.  It’s a way to get some publicity for Amtrak, I know, but what a great idea.  All they ask of me is to be in the mood to write. That part comes easily to me.

She had always loved riding on trains, starting back when she was eleven and went to Colorado with her grandmother and a cousin.  Back then, in the mid-1970s, they didn’t get a sleeper car. Thinking back on the experience of coach seating, she was glad she wasn’t traveling that way this time. Having a sleeper was so much more “civilized”.

Amtrak had booked her a Roomette for her trip. When she went to board, she was very much looking forward to all the space she’d have. The Sleeper Car Attendant greeted her with an enormous smile, “Hello! I’m Mr. B. Welcome aboard the Amtrak California Zephyr! I’m guessing you have a sleeper for this trip?”

“I do. I’m so excited!”

“Can I get your name?”

“Paula Bannister.”

He glanced at his manifest, saw that she’d been upgraded to a Superliner Bedroom, designed to sleep three people, at no extra charge.

“Well, it looks like we have an Amtrak VIP with us. Congrats on being chosen for the Amtrak Writers Residency program. I have wonderful news. I see that we’ve bumped you to a Superliner Bedroom. I’ll take your bags, and if you follow me, I’ll show you to your room.”

When they reached her room, she couldn’t believe her eyes. “Oh my! This sleeper is so large! Are you sure this is mine?”

Mr. B. laughed, “Yes, this is all yours. The room has everything you should need for the trip. There’s a table for your computer, your own shower, sink, and toilet.”

She was in heaven. Three days in luxury! How could it be any better?

“There is plenty of water, coffee, and juice around the corner, should you need some at any hour of the day. When you’re ready to have your bed made up, all you need to do is press the little yellow button.”

“Thank you so, so much. I think I have everything I need. Oh, one other thing. Can you tell me when the Amtrak historians will speak in the observation car?” 

“They will speak after we depart Reno. I would recommend you find a seat in the observation car. It fills up fairly quickly.”

“I will. Thank you again!”

Volunteer rail historians donated their time to tell the story of the building of the railroad, as well as the history of the area they traveled through. It was a popular and well-attended feature on the California Zephyr. Paula was looking forward to it since she was thinking about starting a new book based on the trip she was on. She loved the idea of learning about how the original railroad was built. She wished she could time-travel back to the time of the first track being laid there in California, and see it unfold firsthand. Since time travel was not an option, the volunteer historians would be the next best thing.

She changed into a special T-shirt that she ordered for the trip.  It said, “I’m a writer.  Everything you say or do might end up in my novel.”  She hoped that her shirt would be a conversation starter when she dined with the passengers later.  It would also be an opportunity for her to hand out business cards.  She was always thinking of new ways to market her books.  Sitting back, she took in her room and felt a slight shiver of excitement. It was the same feeling she had as a young girl when her parents took her to Disneyland. 

Looking out of the large window in her sleeper, she watched as a young woman in a mini-skirt and high heels argued with an older man who looked exasperated. He smiled lamely and did his best to keep a little boy, barely five, in his sights. She thought I wonder what their story is.
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The trip had only just begun for the three, and they were already frazzled.  It started badly when they got lost just getting to the train station. 

During the hectic drive to the station, the young wife, Jessica Needermeyer, barked at her husband, “Do you even know where you’re going?! Why are you driving so slow?!” Jessica was recently divorced and had just married her second husband, Rodney Needermeyer.

Looking back and forth, Rodney drove slowly, trying to remember the street the Amtrak station was on from memory. Scores of cars were backed up behind him while he looked for a reminder of where he was. “I knew I should’ve printed that map out before we left. Something told me I’d forget.” A truck horn blared angrily behind them.

“You’re driving crazy! Pull over and ask for directions! That would be the sensible thing to do!” Jessica glared at him.

Rodney was a podiatrist for many years and hadn’t had a lot of experience with the opposite sex in his life outside of looking at their feet.  His scientific mind was much more at home looking at hammertoes and bunions than dealing with his wife’s moods. Also, in the car was Jessica’s five-year-old son, Madison, from Jessica’s previous marriage. Rodney married Jessica later in his life; he had just turned 50. A long-time bachelor, he never found the need to be in a relationship, preferring to work long hours instead.

As the years went by, all his friends and coworkers were either married or seeking to be. He eventually got tired of being single and resolved to find a wife. He met Jessica at a speed dating dinner where he thought they seemed to “connect” over the crème brûlée. She was coming off a painful divorce and was eager to meet someone, anyone, so she could have some money. She wanted a nice house and a new car. Living in a one-bedroom apartment was wearing on her. She had her standards, and apartment living was not one of them. When Rodney mentioned he had a home on the golf course, she knew she had found her man. Oblivious to her real intentions, he thought there was a real connection between them. Jessica turned on the charm. He was hers. He thought this must be what love was.

Madison had been wearily playing a game on his iPad. Without looking up, he complained, “Why do we even have to do this? This is lame! Why couldn’t we just fly?”

Rodney looked back at him in the rear-view mirror and told him that Daddy didn’t like to fly, and that’s why they were taking the train.

“You’re not my Daddy!” Madison shot back.

Rodney did his best to ignore Madison’s comment. “It’ll be fun. We’ll get to spend time together and see some of our beautiful country, all from our own Amtrak family bedroom. We might even see some Indians! Whatta think of that, Madison?”

“We should’ve gone to Vegas. That’s where my real Dad would’ve taken us.”

“Madison, we can imagine what it was like back in the 1860s when they built this railroad. They had to fight off Indian attacks. What do you think of that?”

“Indians? Really?”

“Yeah! It must have been quite the time. I’ll tell you what. You and I will imagine what it was like going back in time and fighting Indians!”

“Aw, that stuff didn’t happen. You’re just making stuff up!”

Jessica shifted uneasily in her seat. “That’s enough out of you, Madison.”

She turned to her husband and resumed complaining. “We’re going to be late, and it’s going to be all your fault! Look! Let’s stop and ask these workers here. I bet they’ll know where the station is.”

Rodney pulled the car over to the curb as Jessica rolled down her window.

Men had told her that she was a very sexy woman, so she played up her attributes as often as possible. Whenever she needed something from the opposite sex, she’d turn on the charm.  Catching the eye of a construction worker, she waved coyly. “Excuse me, can you tell me where the Amtrak station is?”

A young hunk in a yellow construction helmet came over to the car and squatted down next to Jessica’s window. “The Amtrak station?  I think if you take a left at the next light, you’ll see the station just on your right. I’m pretty sure it’s over there.”

Jessica thought he was a hunk; she’d always been attracted to guys who worked outdoors. It was only nine in the morning, but faint traces of perspiration showed under his work shirt. She tried not to stare.

“Thank you so much. You’ve been very helpful. Now, don’t work too hard today,” she answered in a sweet sing-song tone, giving him a smile that said so much more.

“Y’all have a good trip!” He tipped his helmet and returned to a group of workers gathered around a blueprint stretched out on the hood of a truck. Jessica couldn’t help but notice that he fit nicely into his jeans.  As Rodney pulled away, Jessica rolled up the window and returned to her real world. She crossed her arms again and instructed Rodney to turn at the next light.

“I heard what he said. I’m sitting right next to you!  It seemed like you enjoyed your conversation with that young man.  Your whole tone was different.”

Jessica said nothing but answered with a dismissive shake of her head.

“That man was sweaty,” Madison offered from the back seat.

“Madison!” Rodney scolded. “We’ll have no more of your observations. It’s not nice to talk about someone’s ‘sweat’!”

Jessica thought about the young construction worker and begged to differ. That’s all I want to talk about.  Up ahead, she saw the station and blurted out, “There it is! Just like he said. And we’re on time.”

Rodney’s mood improved. “This is going to be fun!” He pulled the car into the Amtrak long-term parking lot, next to the station.

Rodney opened the trunk and pulled out their luggage. “Come on, Madison.  Give me a hand with our bags.”

“Do I have to?”

“Tell you what. You can be my porter and I’ll tip you five dollars a bag.”

“Really?” Madison perked up and grabbed two bags. 

Jessica looked over at the small Amtrak station. It seemed so unremarkable to her. She wished it were more stately and older, something like Grand Central Station, full of rich, well-dressed men. “We should’ve taken a taxi from San Francisco.”

“We’re saving money driving our own car. A taxi would be too expensive.”

“Too expensive?” Now he sounded like her mother. All worried about a little bit of money. 

“Now, Jessica.  This is gonna be fun!. C’mon now; loosen up a bit.” He put his arm around her, but she was having none of it. This whole notion of train travel seemed so “last century” to her. Why couldn’t they take a plane like all her friends did? She was embarrassed talking with her girlfriends about their trips and having to explain Rodney’s problem with planes. She wanted to tell them he was weak and that he should just get over it. It would be nice if her friends envied her because she married a doctor, which is all she ever dreamed about growing up. She told them their trips were “fun and different”. Her friends smiled politely, but the discomfort was still there. She’d never gotten used to it. Train travel seemed something that senior citizens did. Air travel was exotic and sexy.

Madison and Rodney forged ahead to the station with the bags in tow. Jessica was not in a hurry to get the trip started. When she finally made it into the station, she found Madison and Rodney already at the ticket window, peppering the Amtrak ticket agent with questions. Rodney spoke loudly into the small glass opening as if the agent was hard of hearing. Jessica found a seat at a nearby table, wishing she was somewhere else. Madison and Rodney finally finished with the ticket agent and came over filled with excitement about the upcoming trip. 

“Look, honey,” Rodney said. “We’ve got discount coupons for all sorts of things along the line. This is going to be fun!”

“Yeah! The Amtrak guy said I could see the engineer! That’s gonna be so cool!” Madison said animatedly. “Plus, I made some money carrying the bags!” He held up ten dollars as proof that it was true. 

Jessica sat with a frozen smile, hoping there would be something strong to drink when they boarded. She felt so alone now in her despair over the trip, seeing that Madison was as excited as Rodney. It was like he went over to the enemy side. 

“Can I get you some coffee, honey? I’m going to grab a cup before we board. How ’bout it?”

“No, I’m fine,” she said, trying to act interested in the maps and schedules that Madison dumped on the table.

Madison followed Rodney over to the Starbucks in the station. He skipped along, holding Rodney’s hand. Two young sailors passed by the table and gave Jessica long, admiring looks. In her mind now, she was a thousand miles away on a beach in Hawaii, and two hunky sailors were rubbing Coppertone over her tanned body. That is what a vacation should be like, she thought, lost in temporary bliss. She was soon jerked back to reality when a voice over the intercom announced that their train had arrived, and they would be boarding soon. 

Rodney and Madison returned laden with drinks, bags of chips, and cookies.

“C’mon, Jessica! It’s time for the real fun to begin!” Rodney said. “Madison, help me with the bags.”

The Needermeyers made their way out of the station to the platform. Rodney and Madison took the lead, full of excitement. Jessica followed a few steps behind, looking as if she were walking to her own execution. Looking back, Rodney called to her, “C’mon, honey, you don’t want to miss the train!”

“Yeah,” she said meekly. “Don’t want to miss the train.”
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Laura Gilbert was settling into her Roomette. Traveling alone, she liked the idea of closing the Roomette door and drawing the curtain. Kicking off her shoes, she put up her feet and prepared to try and get away from it all. 

A homicide detective at the San Francisco Police Department, this trip had been a dream of hers for six months now. She longed to have some time to herself to read, write in her journal, and meditate to help her heal and get over a painful separation that had drained her emotionally for months. Also, her last two homicide cases were very intense: the grisly death of an older woman in the city and the abduction and eventual murder of a teenager. They were enough to make her seriously consider early retirement. The cases pushed her investigational and emotional skills to their limits.

One day, a coworker suggested taking a train trip to her. “Laura, I think you should take a train trip and get away from it all. It would do you good.”

“What? A train trip?”

“Yeah. You’ve been burning the candle, girl, and it’s not pretty. Those cases are taking a toll.”

“Thanks. Nothing like some good old criticism to cheer up a girl.”

“C’mon. I’m serious. Dan and I took the California Zephyr last year, and it was one of the best things we ever did. We got a sleeper, too.”

“Sure. You're married. I’m sure you had all sorts of fun.”

“Who knows, you might meet someone on the train. It could change your life! Just think about it.”

“Thanks. I do appreciate your concern. I’ll think about it. For now, can you pass me another beer?”

Despite her initial misgivings, a few weeks later, she decided to give the train trip a try. What could it hurt? She had the vacation time. She tried to throw herself into the trip as a “life experience”. I have to be open to new things and new ways to experience them.

Besides her police work, the relationship she had with Sam was perhaps the biggest force in her life. Sam was an Investigator for the District Attorney. They had been a couple for over 15 years. They never married. That was something about which they both agreed. They didn’t feel it was necessary. She thought they were happy and never imagined he would one day tell her he wasn’t happy and wanted to “explore other options” in his life. It nearly crushed her when she found out that his “other option” was another investigator at his office who was on the rebound herself. They separated and went their own ways. That day changed her life forever. She put herself deeply into her work, often pulling all-nighters on cases to try and keep the loneliness away. The long hours and difficult cases finally took their toll, however. She started getting sloppy on routine things. Paperwork was not filled out correctly, and her vaunted investigative skills began to lose their magic. Her commander gave her an ultimatum to get herself together or forget about working there. He was tough with her, but she knew in her heart he was right. She requested some vacation time and, at her coworker’s insistence, booked a ticket on the Zephyr.

She unpacked Under the Tuscan Sun and Eat, Pray, Love—the two books that she hoped would show her the way to remake her life.  Sipping a Chai Tea Latte she picked up from Starbucks at the station, she closed her eyes and listened to her meditation app.

After barely ten minutes, she turned off the meditation app and stared out the window. It wasn’t working on her as she’d hoped. She still felt very hyper, as if looking for something else to do. She wasn’t going to break her work habits in one day. Her mind was programmed to be constantly searching, investigating, and focusing on her cases. Looking at the Chai Tea Latte, she thought how good a glass of wine would taste.  Closing her eyes, she tried to focus on the sounds of the station. The buzz of people hurrying about, the vibration of the train, and the sounds of other passengers in the hallway. The many horrible crime scene photos she studied so closely every day flashed in her mind. They were burned into her brain. That poor teenage girl was found brutally murdered by the Golden Gate Bridge. Her arms were torn from her body as if by some alien beast. The helpless elderly woman with her skull so savagely smashed in. They even haunted her dreams.  She opened her eyes and decided to try to refocus on the here and now. The simple process of traveling aboard a train. Maybe this would help her forget, for at least a moment, the constant reminders of her life as a detective. She thought about her father and grandfather. They were both in the military and law enforcement. Whenever they talked about their experiences as policemen, they never seemed to be troubled by it. They made it seem so easy and fun. Maybe things were different back then. Both of them inspired her to join the police force. She wished she could go back to their time and see what they saw. She smiled at the thought. Time travel?

The conductor milled about below on the platform, doing his best to usher the many bewildered passengers aboard the train like a sheepdog might guide and protect its sheep.
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Wally and Catherine, a middle-aged couple, hurried out of their hotel to catch a taxi for a ride across the San Francisco Bay to the Amtrak station in Emeryville. Both talked incessantly on their phones; they seemed to be forever tethered to their devices. 

Bound for Chicago, they flew to San Francisco for what Catherine hoped would be a romantic weekend by the bay. She surprised him with a return trip by train that she hoped would help bring some romance back to their failing marriage—or so Catherine hoped.

When they arrived in San Francisco, the excitement of the city was contagious. The weather was beautiful, and together, they took in the energy of the town. They dined out in some of the city’s finest restaurants and took long walks up and down the hilly streets. Eventually, the reality of their professional lives was too much. Their phones were continually ringing and vibrating wherever they went. Over dinner the first night, Catherine suggested that they “just turn them off” and “just be us.” Wally looked at her like she was an alien.

“C’mon! We can still be us, together,” he said prophetically as his phone rang and he jumped into a long call with his office.

Catherine knew, deep in her heart, he was right. There was no way to completely disconnect from their worlds. She was a prosecutor for the District Attorney’s office, and despite assurances from her office staff that they would not contact her, the texts kept coming. While Wally spoke a mile a minute to his minions, Catherine answered a few more texts while the waiter quietly brought them dessert.

When they checked out of their hotel, Wally got into an argument with the staff over their bill. Wally was a financial consultant and helped keep many of Chicago’s richest citizens very wealthy. He examined the three-page bill and quickly pointed out some movie charges that he said had been mistakenly added to their bill. Despite apologies from a red-faced desk clerk, Wally demanded to see the manager. The manager assured Wally that the charges were a mistake and that they would be immediately corrected. He also offered Wally a free night the next time they were in town.

“Normally, I wouldn’t take such an offer; but because it’s our anniversary, for my wife’s sake, I will.”

Catherine’s eyes got big hearing about their “anniversary”—knowing good and well that their anniversary was still many months away.

“Why did you lie to them about our anniversary?” she asked him in the cab.

“Did you see what I got? I got a free night out of that sucker. You’ve got to play the game, Catherine. Hell, I think they expect it anyway. It’s like the markets in Asia. They’re insulted if you don’t haggle with them.”

“You know that those movie charges were correct. We did watch that Stallone movie last night. Why argue about eight dollars?”

“Catherine, it’s the game. You’ll never understand. It’s all a game. It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there, and you have to get what you can get.”

While the taxi glided over the Bay Bridge, Catherine thought about Wally and his world of finance and how he treated the truth as some abstract piece in a game. Her world was filled with zeroing in on the truth. She wondered what had brought them together in the first place, all those years ago. While Wally answered another call, she thought about how they met. She was a first-year law student, and he was a day trader with a firm just around the corner from her dorm. They bumped into each other at the Starbucks, where he spilled an iced coffee on her and her books. It was just like in the movies, she thought. Meeting like that. They felt the energy between them and soon became a couple. He was extremely savvy in the markets and soon became a rising star at his firm, earning them more money than anyone had in the company’s history. They promoted him several times and ensured his loyalty by giving him time off, making him a partner, and generous bonuses that Wally and Catherine used to take long, luxurious trips to Europe. Catherine was in heaven and was completely won over. It was intoxicating being with him. He changed her world into a fairy tale. He bought her fine clothes, a posh apartment, and made sure she had everything she needed to become a lawyer. When she was hired by the District Attorney, Wally threw a party for her at one of the best restaurants in Chicago, and over 100 guests attended. The party was one for the record books. It was at that party that he proposed to her. Dropping to one knee, he asked her to marry him and gave her a diamond ring that looked like something that a real princess would wear. So, their married lives began. The new power couple of Chicago. As the years rolled by, her workload matched his, and they began to be more strangers than husband and wife. He traveled to the many far-flung financial markets, and she was often tied up in cases at her work. The magic seemed to have gone out of their lives. 

The taxi dropped them at the station, and there they stood with their bags. Wally looked around for a porter or someone to help him with his bags. “Guess we’re not in Kansas anymore. We’ll be handling our own bags.”

“C’mon, Wally. Grab one of those carts.”

Wally rounded up their bags and followed Catherine inside the station. Just then, Catherine heard the last boarding call for the Zephyr. 

“That’s us, Wally. Let’s hurry so we don’t miss the train!”

“Now wouldn’t that be a disaster!” Wally muttered under his breath.

Approaching the conductor who stood outside one of the sleeper cars, they announced proudly that they were Wally and Catherine Murray. The conductor tipped his hat and, looking at their tickets, pointed them to the far car. “That’s where you need to be, down there.”

Dragging their bags to the last car, they were met by the Sleeper Car Attendant, Mr. B. who told them, “Well, a wonderful, good morning to you both! I’m your attendant, Mr. B. Welcome to Amtrak. Who do I have the pleasure of meeting?” 

“Ah, hello. I’m Catherine, and this is Wally. We’ve got a sleeper all the way to Chicago.”

“How wonderful! Why don’t you two sweethearts go on up the stairs, and I’ll take care of your bags. You’re in the second sleeper on the right.”

“Thank you,” Catherine offered. She handed him a twenty for the bags.

“Thank you kindly!”

They trudged up the narrow stairs and found their room just where Mr. B said it was. Finishing up another phone call, Wally asked proudly and defiantly, “Is this any way to travel? Where is the help? We should have flown back to Chicago.  I have a ton of things I need to do at work.  They are helpless without me.”

“Now c’mon, Wally. The attendant was very helpful. This will be fun.  It’ll give us time to reconnect with each other.  I wanted to do something special for your 50th birthday.”

“If you wanted to give me something I’d like, it would be my own room.”

“Wally!  That’s a terrible thing to say!  Don’t you want to be with me?!”

“I’m sorry.  That didn’t come out right.  Come over here. Thank you for the present.”

Sarcastically, she said, “I hope my present isn’t going to make you too miserable!”

“I’m sorry, Catherine.  I just blurted it out without thinking.  Can’t you just forgive me?  Or is this going to be a big issue on the whole trip?”

Shaking her head, she told him, “We shall see,” and coldly turned and went into the bathroom. He’s never going to change, she thought.

Wally stepped out onto the platform to answer another work call. Catherine sat in the chair by the window. She could hear his rapid-fire voice from where she was. Her mind went back to their early, passionate days when it was all about them. She wished she could have some of that back again. If she could find a way to go back, she’d do it in a heartbeat. Maybe something like Outlander. With or without Wally.
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The train slowly pulled out of the Emeryville station, leaving groups of waving relatives behind. Paula Bannister looked out her window and watched the scenery slowly change from harbors and abandoned docks to the smaller town feel of Martinez. Further on their way east, they passed a multitude of inland waterways and vast fields of sunflowers pointing their yellow faces at the train.  She imagined for a moment that she was driving through Provence with her husband again.  He succumbed to cancer three years ago, and she still felt the dull pain of his passing.  She hoped this trip would also provide her with a way to deal with all her grief. Losing him was the biggest thing that ever happened to her. They were so close and did everything together. They always figured they’d live to be old and gray together, but fate changed all that.  The story that won her the Amtrak award was written before he even knew he had cancer.  In fact, they wrote it together.  He had always been her muse. She’s had writer’s block ever since losing him.

Before long, the train slowed to its first stop, at Truckee. On the platform just below her car were an odd group of people.  A teenage girl with bright orange hair, wearing a tube top, mini skirt, and a feather boa, was holding a bunch of pillows, each wrapped in plastic.  She was accompanied by a young black man wearing a lot of bling.  A third girl made up the party.  Paula had always considered herself to be unprejudiced and open-minded about people, but now she couldn’t help thinking about how easily she could be robbed.  Her sleeper was in the last car on the train, making her feel secluded and vulnerable.  There weren’t any locks on her sleeper car doors, so if she left for the dining car, the room would be wide open for anyone to come in and take her computer and other valuables.  She scolded herself, Listen to me.  I’m just being paranoid.  Not to mention prejudiced.  Shame on me!!  As the group of young people boarded, she heard a man saying, “You can put the pillows in the room over here.”

Paula thought what’s with the pillows?  Why did that girl have so many of them? Are there drugs in there?  Listen to me and my ridiculous imagination.  I sound like I’ve never seen young people before.  All the kids these days are dying their hair blue, orange, and purple.  They all look silly with it.  They look like the kid who shot all those people at the movies in Colorado.  The one with orange hair, like The Joker. 

With everyone now aboard, the conductor’s whistle sounded, and the train lurched slowly to life again. She sat back and tried to enjoy the view.  The train was climbing through the forest now.  They were high into the Sierras now, and they passed rivers with people fly-fishing and boating.  Kids sat on rocks and waved to the train.  Wow! People still wave at trains, just like when I was a girl.  That gave her comfort: some things never changed.

Feeling inspired, she opened her notebook and started working on some new ideas she had for a story she’d been working on.  When the train stopped at Reno, the strangest thing happened: something right out of a detective novel. Outside in the hallway, she could make out the sound of pounding on the door of the room next to hers. A man said loudly,  “Open the door. Reno police.”

She heard the room door slide open and some muffled dialogue. She could barely make out what was said. Standing next to her wall, she heard something about someone needing to go through someone’s luggage. Outside her window on the platform, there were four police officers and a dog standing next to the train.  She started typing as quickly as she could what she was seeing and hearing.  As she typed, she heard more footsteps in the hallway. Peeking out, she saw the other police and the dog. 

Wow! Paula thought and continued typing dialogue.  You don’t have to make up this stuff.  It’s all right here, she told herself, channeling Agatha Christie. Finally, after more muffled conversations in the hallway and the dull sounds of several pairs of boots, all became quiet. She peeked out her window and saw the police taking several people away in handcuffs. The train pulled away from Reno without her knowing who, what, or why.  Maybe she would never know the truth.  Damn!  I’m just dying to know what happened. I’m not so sure Amtrak would like the idea of me writing about the incident I’ve just overheard.  But who can resist a mystery?  Peering out into the hallway, she saw Mr. B. and, fishing for details, asked, “So, there was some commotion earlier?”

Mr. B. acted like it was the first he’d heard of it.  “Oh, really?” was all he would say. He’s hiding something, I can just tell. This is getting good! An announcement over the intercom apologized that the train was leaving Reno fifteen minutes late, but didn’t say why. Smiling, she returned to her room and began typing furiously; words seemed to flow out of her without end. Her writer’s block had ended.
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It seemed like everyone on the train had gathered in the observation car to hear the history of the California Zephyr. A popular feature of the Zephyr, it consistently drew a full house. Every seat and table were taken, and many passengers stood, holding precariously onto seat edges as the train gently rocked back and forth during its climb over the Sierras.

Two volunteer rail historians boarded the train at Reno and now held court, standing in the center of the car. They began their talk by telling their listeners, “The Amtrak California Zephyr is an old, storied train. Running from near Oakland to Chicago, it runs on nearly the same route that the original transcontinental railroad ran. Besides the breathtaking natural wonders that can be seen from the train, a passenger cannot help but be amazed at the courage and fortitude shown by those original track builders. Much of the rails were laid on cliff edges, and several tunnels were hewn through solid granite here in the Sierras.”

Wally and Catherine were seated near the two historians, but Wally was not amused when he found out that the train didn’t have Wi-Fi. Shortly after the volunteers began speaking, Wally blurted out, “What, no Wi-Fi? Who’s running the show here? C’mon, get with the 21st century!”

Groups of people gave him the evil eye and held fingers to their lips. Wally sent back a dirty look of defiance, still punching his phone, searching in futility for a
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