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      On the worst day of Kim’s life, a chance discovery sends her on a the path of a mystery she never would have imagined.

      

      Santa Fe Station is a short mystery story.
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      Enjoy the book!  After you’re done, please come to Michael’s website and sign up for his mailing list.  Guaranteed to be spam free, he uses it to announce new releases and special promotions for his fans.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Santa Fe Station

          

        

      

    

    
      Though she'd been living in San Diego for ten years and had lived less than two miles away from it for most of that time, Kim hardly ever came out to Balboa Park.  But every time she did, she left asking herself why she didn't come more often.

      The entire city was beautiful, heaven on earth as far as she was concerned, with the seemingly eternal sunlight and temperatures that never got much above the mid 80s or below the low 70s.  But there was something about the Park itself.  The old-style architecture, the walking paths, the manicured landscaping, the historical feel of it, and for whatever reason, the press of people and tourists who flocked to see it.  She couldn't help but smile there, no matter how bad her day had been.

      Which might be why you're walking the path here again, she said to herself as she paced past the parking lot that stood before the protruding round construction of the city's Air and Space Museum, and on toward Pan American Plaza and then the park proper beyond.  It had been a hell of a week.

      A hell of a month.

      And mom's call at lunchtime had just made things worse.  So much worse that she had been unable to focus at all in her job as a paralegal in Benson and Wigger, the law firm she had served for the last five years in their expansive offices downtown, just a few blocks away from the park.

      So she'd begged off, taken half a day of leave, and practically fled up the hill to the park, a walk she hardly ever made anymore because of the number of homeless who had taken to using the streets on the east side of downtown, away from the waterfront, as their living and bedrooms.

      But she'd barely noticed it today.  Barely noticed the ache in her feet from walking the nearly a mile and a hundred-some feet of elevation change from her office building to here in her business pumps.  Her mind could only find one focus, the whole way up.

      Cancer.

      Stage three, mom had said.  Might be operable…but the expense.  Dad refused to hear of it, she said.  He'd resigned himself to this being his time to go, and no one was going into debt to try to prolong his time.

      Well, he is seventy-three.

      Kim squashed that thought, shoving a dangling brown lock that had pulled free from a barrette and had gotten into her eye as though it were something—or some one—that was assaulting her.

      Of course, it just flopped back down into her field of view again, and she scowled.

      But then, she'd already been scowling, so what was the difference.

      There was a stucco-beige stone bench on the edge of the sidewalk a few feet ahead on the right.  She made a beeline for it, and smoothed the navy blue fabric of her suit skirt before settling down.  She had a small collapsible mirror in her hand bag, and she fished it out and popped it open.

      Her hair wasn't too badly out of whack, and it just took a moment to fix.

      As she was working at it, part of her shook a finger at the rest of her.  Who cared what her hair looked like?  With what she had just learned, it didn't matter worth a whit, did it?

      But it did.  For whatever reason, by the time Kim had the stray lock tucked back into place and the mirror snapped shut, some of the weight that had been crushing down on her soul was gone.  Not all of it, to be certain.  But just the act of tending to that one minor bit of trivial normalness had taken her mind away.

      And she felt better.  A little.

      She sat still, and closed her eyes.  Breathing deeply, she took in the sounds of the park: the chatter of kids as they rushed ahead of their parents down the walking paths.  The rumble of a passenger jet passing overhead on its descent into the airport.  More softly, a trumpet from the direction of the zoo: an elephant maybe?

      The faint smell of fried food, from the cafe next to the Air and Space Museum most likely, reached her nostrils, and she breathed a bit deeper, thinking of french fries and a nice, juicy hamburger, with all the fixings.

      But your diet, her mind shouted at her, and Kim snorted that thought away.

      When she came to the park, she normally got something to eat up at the Prado and sat at one of the many umbrella'd tables there to munch on her food and people watch.  It wasn't that much further ahead and to the right, considering the distance she'd already walked.  But her stomach growled, and she realized she hadn't even bothered to grab the lunch bag she'd stuffed into the firm's refrigerator that morning.

      Ah, to hell with her diet.  With news like she'd just gotten, who cared anyway?

      Resolutely, she opened her eyes and clasped her hand bag closed, then moved to stand.

      She stopped halfway to her feet, when she looked down and to the right, at the bare dirt of the ground next to the bench.

      There was a book lying there.  But she couldn't quite make out what…

      She bent forward a little bit more, turning her body to see more clearly, and felt her left eyebrow raise.

      J. F. Henson.  Her favorite author.  And…

      She blinked.  Depths of Shadows.  It was his latest, in hardback.  She'd heard it was coming out and had put it on her list of things to go pick up, but she hadn't gotten around to it.

      It had been one hell of a month.

      Stooping, she picked the book up.

      The dust jacket was dusty, but it had been lying in the dirt, so…  Flipping it over, she couldn't see any signs of damage.  What was it doing here?

      Clearly someone must have dropped it, or forgotten it here.

      She straightened up to her full height and looked about.

      The parking lot over by the Air and Space Museum was about half full, and there was a slow stream of people going to and from cars over there.  A couple in shorts and t-shirts who looked like tourists were walking away from the park on the opposite side of President's Way from her.  But there was no one on her side of the street, that she could see.

      Kim peered left, then right, then left again.

      Yep.  No one about at all.

      Frowning, she looked down at the book in her hands.  She had the urge to just take it and go.  It wasn't like it would really be stealing, she told herself.  Just her lucky day is all.  And after everything that had come crashing down on her, she felt like she could use a bit of luck, right then.

      "Screw it," she said.  Then she tucked the book under her arm and walked toward the cafe whose scents had called to her a moment ago.

      A hamburger, then home and the good book she'd been looking forward to for weeks.

      Just what the doctor ordered.
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      Home was a little one-bedroom condo in the Gasslamp district.  If she'd been on the other side of the building, she would have had a decent view of Petco Park.  Not enough so she could actually see the game.  But the ballpark and surrounds made for a nice sight.

      Alas, her place only got a view of other high-rises, and then the smaller buildings out through East Village and the hills beyond downtown into the sprawl that made up the rest of San Diego county.

      It was not particularly inspiring, but still Kim liked to sit on the balcony of her seventh-floor place and look out at the world anyway.

      She'd bought it back in '12, unknowingly at the time at the absolute bottom of the San Diego housing market after the shenanigans of 2008.  In the last couple years she'd thought a few times about moving to a bigger place.  Then she saw the prices, and balked.  Even with the gains she'd accumulated on her place, it was just too much.

      Of course, she could move out of Downtown.  Out to Bonita or Chula Vista to the south, or Vista up north.  Both areas still got relatively decent bang for the housing buck.  But that meant more than her current fifteen minute walk to work each day, so that was right out.

      Still, as she switched on the lights and stepped inside her place, and beheld all 575 square feet of its glory, Kim couldn't help but wish to be less cramped.

      She made decent money as a paralegal in a big firm downtown, and had decorated her place carefully to match that.  Modern stainless steel appliances and grey quartz countertops in the kitchen, with white shaker cabinets and recessed LED lights in the ceiling.  Cream paint on the walls, setting off the charcoal leather couch and love seat arrayed before her TV in the living room.  Out on the balcony a pair of rattan chairs with a glass-topped drink table between them, facing east.

      Kim let the door swing shut behind her and breathed in the subtle pine scent of the Scentsy burner she had plugged into the wall in her entryway, and tried to feel the usual relaxation, the lifting of burden, that she always felt when she returned here, to her abode.

      No such luck.

      Not that she'd really expected it.  Though she'd tried to set her mother's news from her mind during her late lunch, she had only marginally succeeded.  And then on the Uber ride back home, the dread and the anguish returned full force.

      Now, looking around at the reproduced art on her walls, and the sterile cleanliness of her kitchen, she couldn't feel anything but desolate.

      "To hell with that," she said through her teeth.  Stalking forward into her condo more fully, she kicked off her pumps and flopped her hand bag down onto the kitchen counter.  Then, eyes firmly on the sliding glass door leading to her balcony, she stalked across the living room, found book in hand.

      She was going to sit down, by God, and get her mind off of things.  That's what she was going to do.

      Her balcony chairs were well cushioned, and when she settled down into the one on the right, she couldn't not let out a little sigh of relaxation as the cushion morphed to match her form and provide just enough gentle support to ease at least the muscular tension that had been haunting her the last hour or so.

      Hopefully J. F. would do the same for her mind.

      She hefted the hardcover and, leaning back into the chair's deep cushions, opened to the first page.

      A slip of paper, which apparently had been wedged somewhere in the middle of the book, slid out and fell into Kim's lap.

      She froze, blinking in surprise and looked down at it.  It was yellow-white, unlined, and folded over itself, like a note.

      Probably just a bill or something from around the house that the book's previous owner had been using as a bookmark.  Closing the book, Kim picked up the paper and flipped it open, curiosity pushing her to pry into that unknown stranger's life before her inner voice could object.

      It wasn't a bill.  The sheet was blank except for three lines, typed in a plain font in black.

      "Santa Fe Station.

      Locker 542.

      26483."

      What in the - ?

      Kim read the simple text again, her eyebrows rising in confusion as a little shiver went passing through her body.  Not of fear, of intrigue.

      She knew Santa Fe station.  It was the rail terminal in downtown San Diego, a couple blocks in from the wharfs.  She'd been there several times over the last few years, taking the Coaster up
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