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  Chapter 1


Alex’s entire body tingled with excitement. King Street Station’s grand ceiling soared above her, and the cavernous station echoed with the conversations of fellow travelers. 
She scanned the room, but the passengers themselves barely registered beyond a vague curiosity about how many were checking something off a list, and how many simply needed to get from one place to another. The journalist in her wanted to find out. But the woman who’d just spent eight days alone driving up the Pacific coast wasn’t quite ready to leave her cocoon.
An open spot on a bench near a pair of doors called her name. While she wasn’t sure if those were the doors she’d be exiting to get to the train, she figured it was a good spot to settle in. She’d spent the morning wandering downtown Seattle, ending up at Pike Place Market, where she’d picked up a bag of single-serve coffees from one of the independent roasters and a bar of dark chocolate studded with espresso beans. She was debating on whether to dig into her treat or wait until she was on the train when her phone buzzed.
“Guess where I am right now?” she answered.
“Nepal? Edinburgh? Yuma?” William guessed.
Alex laughed. “Oh, you’re so close, but none of the above.”
“Don’t keep me in suspense. I’m bored to tears.”
“You are never bored.”
“True. But I’m perilously close. Billy’s not getting off work for another three hours and Bessie’s been packed for days. I need some vicarious excitement, although I should probably be napping since we’ll be driving about nineteen straight hours.”
“Why in the world would you do that?”
“Because Mr. Detective can’t take unlimited time off. At least we both like to drive.”
“Where are you two lovebirds headed this time?”
“Believe it or not, Great Falls, Montana.”
Alex perked up. “Let me guess–the Lewis and Clark Museum?”
“That, and a mermaid bar.”
“A what?”
“Nope. Not so fast. You still haven’t told me where you are. Last I heard, you were driving up the Pacific coast. So, Alaska?”
Alex guffawed, startling the woman at the other end of the bench. She mouthed a sheepish apology before answering. “Not that far. I’m in Seattle, at King Street Station.” She waited. She loved teasing him, and she had time to spare before her train boarded since she’d arrived early.
“King Street Station, eh? You’re taking the Glacier Run?”
“Ding ding ding! First try.”
“Let me get this straight. You flew out to San Diego, drove up the coast, and you’re taking the train back to Chicago. You’re literally doing planes, trains, and automobiles.”
“Exactly. Although that wasn’t my original intent. It just worked out that way.”
“Are you writing about this? Scratch that. Of course you are.”
Alex laughed again. “I’m sure I will, although I didn’t book this trip for a story. But you know me. I can’t resist.”
“You and me both. I find a good trail or campsite and I have to tell the world, which has gotten me in trouble with a few people who wish I’d keep those kinds of places secret.”
“I hear you. I’ve been told I can’t ever write about certain places, and if I do, to mention frequently that they’re full.” As travel writers, Alex and William had a shared passion for telling the stories of the places they’d been. They knew that if they loved it, others would, too. There was more to it than sheer enthusiasm, though. William wove conservation into every piece he wrote, and Alex focused on the people she encountered. She believed the more people knew about others, and could connect with them through her stories, the more empathetic they’d be. They both believed they were making the world a better place.
“So how’d this all come about?”
Alex shrugged, although William couldn’t see her. “I’ve been wanting to drive the Pacific Coast Highway forever, and I’ve also wanted to take the train from Seattle to Chicago. I had some free time, so I booked it.”
It had only been a few weeks since Alex had found herself with an opening in her often-busy schedule. While she loved traveling, nearly all of her trips centered around her work. That meant she had to be “on” the whole time, and while she was established enough to have a distinct niche and could specify with her partner destinations what activities she’d experience–and which she wouldn’t–she was still at their beck and call.
Alex had finished a particularly busy week exploring a small town in northern Illinois when an email promoting the legendary Glacier Run popped up. It was something she’d always wanted to do. Realizing the train began in Seattle, she thought of another bucket list trip she’d wanted to take for as long as she could remember: driving up the Pacific Coast. Within an hour she’d booked a flight to San Diego, rented an SUV for the one-way trip, reserved a hotel night in Seattle, and bought a ticket on the cross-country train. 
“Good.” 
It was a simple word, but Alex could hear the intention behind her friend’s statement. She inhaled deeply, then exhaled, feeling the weight of her emotions and fighting back tears. 
“Are you okay?” William asked when she hadn’t spoken for a while.
She stared out the picture windows at the rows of trains waiting to be loaded with passengers. Some, like her, would go the entire distance to Chicago; others would get off along the way. Everyone who boarded would have a story, and while she intended to take time for introspection over the next two days, she also hoped to meet a few of those fellow travelers and discover why they’d decided to take the legendary line.
“Yes,” she finally answered, grateful that William always knew when to give her space. “Better than okay, actually. The last week and a half has been exactly what I needed. Ever since I finished treatment I’ve been going nonstop.”
“You do realize that driving from the southern end of the country to the northern is literally going nonstop.”
Alex laughed again. “Goof. Of course. What I mean is, I’ve gone on press trip after press trip, always with other people, always looking for an angle to write about. With the exception of that week in Gulf Shores, which was over a year ago, I’ve taken no time to slow down and breathe. To think about my new reality.”
“I get it. Life’s a little different now, isn’t it?”
“You could say that again.”
“Life’s a little different now–”
Alex could sense William’s grin through the phone. It made her wonder, for a moment, why they never did video calls, but just for a moment. She actually enjoyed picturing him in her mind based on his words and tone. It made her feel closer to him somehow. 
“It definitely is,” she murmured. Alex’s cancer diagnosis nearly three years before had made her take a serious look at her life. She resisted thinking she’d been forced to make that assessment, though. Lots of people received devastating diagnoses and didn’t completely overhaul their lives. But for Alex, everything was different, and with every “bonus day,” as her other best friend Emily called it, she grew increasingly grateful that she had a second chance. 
“No more putting things off,” she continued. “No more doing things that don’t matter. No more FOMO and a lot more JOMO.”
“Except for bucket list adventures like taking a cross country train by yourself. You are by yourself, right? Ethan’s not with you?”
“Not for this trip. I needed to do it alone. I’m still not sure where things are headed with him.”
“Understandable,” William said. “Promise me something.”
“Depends on what it is…”
“Ha! You know me well. Promise me you won’t stay in your room the whole trip. I know you like your alone time, but I bet you’ll meet some people with stories that’ll have you running to your keyboard.”
“That’ll be easy, since I didn’t get a room.”
“You didn’t get a–what? What do you mean?” he said, aghast.
“I’m riding in coach.”
“You’re doing what?!” William exploded. His incredulity was so loud Alex had to take out her earbuds.
“I’m riding in coach,” she repeated calmly.
“I’m appalled. Aghast,” William sputtered, confirming her suspicion. “Coach? You do realize you won’t be able to shower for two days.”
Alex laughed. “Says the man who’ll go camping for a week in the wilderness.”
“That’s different.”
“You’ve got your wilderness. I’ve got mine.”
“But you love camping! Unless it was all a lie.”
Alex shook her head, although she knew William still couldn’t see her. “Yes, my wild woolly friend. I love camping. And I love new adventures. This is one of them.”
“But coach?” He sounded positively heartbroken. “Have I taught you nothing?”
“You’ve taught me plenty, O Wise One, but I have a bit of experience traveling all by myself. You do realize I was a fully-formed human being, capable of feeding and even dressing myself, before we met.”
“Feeding, sure. Dressing yourself? Remember, darling, I’ve seen your wardrobe.”
Alex chuckled. She noticed the conductor walking towards the glass doors and stood up, shrugging her backpack onto her shoulders and slinging her overnight bag on top of her suitcase. “My wardrobe is fine, thank you very much. Look, this is fun, but I’ve got to go. They’re going to line us up and I want to be near the front.”
“Overachiever. I bet you always sat in the front of the classroom and were every teacher’s pet.”
“You know it. Goodbye, William. Give Billy my love.”
Her friend harrumphed. “Coach seat. Fine. Love you.”
“Love you, too.” She ended the call and moved forward, joining the short queue of gathering passengers. 






  
  Chapter 2


Alex smiled at a woman behind her, noticing she was clutching a canvas tote bag stuffed to the gills, a sandwich peeking out from the top. 
“PB and J,” the woman explained, catching her glance. “It’s good to be prepared.”
Alex patted her backpack. “That’s what I’ve heard. I’ve got enough snacks in here to feed a kindergarten classroom.”
The woman snorted. “Don’t say that too loudly. You might have to share with the rest of the kiddos.”
Alex released the handle of her rollerbag and stretched out her hand. “Alex,” she said, introducing herself. “I take it this isn’t your first time on the Glacier Run?”
“Carol. Nice to meet you. No. I take it at least once a year.”
“Wow. Once a year? That’s amazing. This is a bucket list trip for many. Including myself.”
Carol gave her a small smile. “It’s the most environmentally friendly way to travel cross-country. Sure, it takes longer, but at least I’m not wasting all that gas.”
A man wearing pleated navy pants and a dusty blue shirt with epaulets pushed his way towards the doors. “Tickets. Have your tickets ready.” 
Just like boarding a flight, those in pricier accommodations queued separately. The coach passengers clustered behind her; most were polite, keeping the jostling to a minimum, and Alex was glad she’d gotten there early enough to claim a spot near the front. 
Shifting her weight, she shrugged her backpack a little higher on her shoulders and eyed the people who’d booked rooms, immediately recognizing Madison and Charles Hartman. Alex followed Madison’s social media and her husband was the CEO of TesselLinx, the biggest satellite company in the world. The twenty-somethings appeared frequently in glossy magazines because of their looks, their money, and their influence. Just that morning she’d read an article in the local paper the hotel had delivered to her door detailing the couple’s plans to ride the Glacier Run to Chicago with their team, and she figured that’s why all the rooms were booked.
She hadn’t told William she’d looked at getting a sleeper, but that had been her original plan. By the time she got her tickets, though, there weren’t any available. Just as well, she thought, despite William’s dismay at her less comfortable accommodations. For one thing, riding in coach would be a tenth the cost of a roomette. Even though meals were included when a passenger booked the more spacious, and more private, accommodations, it still wouldn’t come close to making up the difference.
She grinned to herself and at what William’s reaction would have been if he’d been with her while she’d booked the ticket. He would have reached over her, commandeered her mouse, and found different dates when the rooms would have been available.
Alex, however, decided coach would be just fine. From her research, she’d learned the seats were large and fairly comfortable. At least, they were a lot more comfortable than an airplane’s. Besides, she tended towards introversion. As William had warned her before he realized she’d done the unthinkable and booked coach, if she had a room to herself she wouldn’t see another soul during the entire journey.
That’s not what a trip like that was about.
After her solo drive up the coast, Alex was almost–almost–ready for human interaction. As she looked around the station at her fellow passengers, she had a feeling she might be in for more than she’d bargained for. Oh well. That’s why she’d brought noise-canceling headphones and had downloaded eight hours of ocean waves.
It looked like the conductor was about to open the doors when a man pushed through the velvet rope separating the lines and stood toe-to-toe with Charles. “You!” he shouted, his fists clenched. Even from behind, it looked to Alex like every muscle in his body was coiled to strike.
The man grabbed a fistful of Hartman’s shirt and yanked him forward. Madison didn’t flinch. A silver-haired man Alex recognized as Julian Tate, one of the founders of TesselLinx, half-stepped forward but didn’t intervene. Hartman grinned, then pushed him. The man dropped his backpack on the floor and raised his arm.
“Do it. I dare you. I’ll sue you for everything you own.”
The man threw his head back and laughed. “Ha! Good luck with that! I don’t own anything because of you.”
Hartman tilted his head, frowning slightly, but the look on his face held more bemusement than confusion. “Whatever. Hit me and no matter what, you’ll pay.”
“It’ll be worth it,” he growled. He reared back, but before he could land a punch, an older woman in tailored black slacks and a mauve silk blouse stepped between them. Alex flinched, but the young man dropped his arm. “Move.”
The older woman ignored him, stepping around him and bending over to pick up his backpack. “You seem to have dropped this,” she said, returning to her spot in front of Charles.
“I had it under control, Diane,” Charles sneered. 
Madison chuckled. “Sure you did.”
Diane gave Charles a searing glance, then adjusted her grip on the bag and held it out to the young man, who still glared at Charles, breathing heavily.
The woman standing behind Alex walked towards the crowd. “Felix,” Carol said softly.
He snapped his head towards her and the anger seemed to fade. His shoulders dropped. He turned back to Diane, took the bag, and walked to the end of the line of coach passengers.
“See you on board,” Charles called.
“Mr. Hartman,” Diane scolded. “You are the Chief Executive Officer of one of the most important companies in the world. I suggest you act like it.”
“Oh c’mon, D. I was just having a little fun.”
“Charles,” Julian said. “Please listen to her. This whole trip is for PR, right? You don’t exactly want to start off with headlines featuring you in a fistfight.”
“Whatever.” 
During the entire confrontation, the conductor had silently watched, seemingly fascinated. Alex imagined they didn’t get a whole lot of billionaires waiting in line for the train like everyone else. She was disappointed he didn’t intervene, but she also knew the kind of money the Hartmans possessed caused people to treat them as if they were royalty. To Alex, people were people. Their money didn’t matter.
The conductor finally snapped out of it, opening the door and inviting the first class passengers to board the train. Soon it was time for the coach seats. Alex reached him and flashed him a megawatt smile, beaming like a kid who’d narrowly won the regional spelling bee by beating out the class bully.
The man took her ticket, glancing at the destination. “All the way, eh?” he asked. 
She grinned and noticed his nametag. “Absolutely, Johnny.”
“Hopefully it’ll be a little less dramatic.” He leaned to the side to look at the back of the line. “Afraid we might have to keep an eye on that one,” he said under his breath. He shook his head, then turned back to Alex and smiled. “Take a left where the sidewalk T’s. Pete’ll take care of you.”
“Thanks!” Alex turned to Carol and gave her a thumbs up. “If I don’t see you, have a great trip!”
“You, too,” she said, smiling. “Hopefully we’ll be in the same car.”
Alex thought about asking Johnny if that was possible, but she didn’t want to push her luck with the friendly conductor. Besides, she had a feeling Carol would be a talker, and while Alex wanted to be around people, she didn’t want to necessarily be with people. She was looking forward to a restful couple of days of reading, writing, and relaxing and only wanted to talk to others on her terms.
A man even taller than Johnny waited at the crossroads of the sidewalk, where he directed passengers to turn left or right. Alex handed him her ticket and he pointed her towards the third car from the back. She passed what was obviously the observation car and then another coach car before getting to her home-away-from-home for the next two days.
She stowed her suitcase on the lower level and climbed the narrow stairs, immediately realizing how tough they’d be for anyone with limited mobility. Three steps up, she took the tight right-angle at the landing and continued. There was no way to wrestle a big suitcase up those stairs; now she understood why they advised passengers to leave large bags below.
Alex reached the top and found her seat number. Settling in took some time as she figured out the best places to put her belongings so they’d be accessible when she wanted them. She also didn’t know if she’d have a seat mate and didn’t want to take the chance she wouldn’t be able to get up and down frequently. 
She put her bag filled with comfortable clothes and her toiletries on the shelf above her seat. Then she arranged her tablet and her laptop in the pocket in front of her, plugging her charger into the wall outlet. Her last step was to pull out her water bottle and make sure her snacks were accessible before stuffing her backpack under the seat.
Settled in, she sat back and looked out the window. She’d done it—she was about to take a trip that had captured her imagination since first seeing a passenger train as a little girl. What would it be like? Where were her fellow passengers going? Where had they come from? What were their stories? Her reporter’s brain lit up, questions fizzing with the curiosity of a child.
She inhaled deeply, held her breath for a count of four, and then exhaled. Slow down, Alex, she admonished herself. Maybe this trip, this one time, she could relax and simply be present instead of wanting to know everything about everything and everyone.
Ha! she laughed. It’s like I don’t even know myself!






  
  Chapter 3


An excited voice startled Alex. “Oh, good! I’m right by you!” 
Alex looked up to see Carol scooting into the row behind her. She turned in her seat so they could talk. “Looks like you got a window seat, too.”
“They know me. Like I said, I take this trip at least once a year.” Carol shrugged. “I’m always nice to the conductors and they try to make sure I’m comfortable.”
The young man who’d confronted Charles in the station stopped in the aisle and checked the seat numbers. “Hey hello there. Looks like I’ve found my seat. Hey Carol. Thanks for, you know. Sorry I lost my cool back there. That definitely was not cool. Not that he didn’t deserve it, you know. Hartmans are a bunch of bloodsuckers. Leeches. Vampires. But what can you do? I mean, I have ideas, but need to think on those. You going the whole way? I sure am.” 
Alex stared at him as he paused just long enough to take a breath.
“Oh hey,” he said to her, noticing her attention. “I saw you in there. We haven’t met. What’s your name? I’m Felix.”
“Alex,” she said, still staring.
“Cool cool. Yeah. I’m heading to Chicago, you know. Except you couldn’t know, could you, we just met!” Felix guffawed, his earlier tension completely dissipated. He threw his bag under the seat next to the aisle, then plopped down next to Carol. “This is going to be one heckuva ride. Love trains, and my ticket was the right price, but hoo, it’ll be a long one. What can you do, right? So what’s your story?”
Alex blinked. This guy could give William a run for his money in the chatty department, and that was saying something. She was about to respond when Carol answered.
“This is her first time.”
“Your first time? That’s amazing! Mine, too. I said that, right? Sure, sure. I said that. We can be newbies together, amiright? Wow, this is going to be fun. So, Carol, how about you?”
Carol inhaled deeply. Alex felt for the poor woman. If Felix was going to Chicago, that meant he was on the train for the entire ride, which meant Carol would be next to the chatty guy for the next two days. 
That also meant the loquacious young man would be behind Alex the whole time. She opened her phone to confirm those eight hours of ocean waves had actually downloaded and hoped that her noise-canceling headphones worked as advertised. 
“Also Chicago,” Carol said, “so looks like we’ll get to know each other.”
He nodded vigorously. “Cool cool,” he said again. He leaned his body into the aisle so he could reach his bag and pulled it out again, extracting a bottle of orange Faygo. Alex hadn’t seen one of those in decades, and was suddenly brought back to her childhood. 
He popped the top and took a big swig. “Better not drink it all. That’s gotta last me a while. Rough times, you know? Rough times.” He closed the bottle back up and held onto it with both hands.
But Felix wasn’t done. “Chicago, you say?” he continued. “We’re both going to the Windy City! You know why they named it that? Not for the wind, no ma’am. It’s for the politicians on account of how much they talk, not that I’d know anything about that. Ha! If my grammy heard me say that she’d cuff me good. All you do is talk, she’d say, and I gotta tell you, she’d be right. Gotta lot to say, you know. Mom always says she wishes she could take my energy and bottle it up,” he said, then stopped. His brow furrowed and he stared out the window for a moment, before shaking his head and giving them both a quick smile. “Calls me Fast-Talkin’ Felix, she does, but not in a trying-to-pull-one-over-on-you way. No sirree. More like a got-too-much-in-my-brain kinda way. So,” he said, focusing on Alex again, “your first time on a train?”
Alex stared at him for a moment, letting her thoughts catch up to his rapidfire delivery. She nodded. “It is. I figured go big or stay home, right? And I’m not much of one to stay home for very long.”
“Oh man, you’re gonna love it. Not that I know myself, you know, but it’s what I’ve heard. My buddy Doug, you know, he’s been on it. He was super excited when I told him. Not that I had a choice. No way I was driving–no car, right? Couldn’t afford to fly. Not yet. Not ‘til I get my first paycheck, you know. What’s a guy to do? Take the train, he said, and I checked it out and thought cool. Man, I hope all my stuff gets to my buddy’s okay. My other buddy. Not Doug. No, my other buddy in Illinois’s got a place for me to crash ‘til I get my feet under me. It’s the Prairie State, right? So yeah, prairie-in’ it won’t take long. Prairie-in, get it? Instead of praying? Ha! I crack myself up.”
Felix guffawed, again, and Alex rattled her head, trying to clear it from the onslaught of words. Forget giving William a run for his money–this guy could run verbal laps around her friend. She was half-tempted to record him because nobody would believe how much he could talk. The thought made her smile. He was friendly, at least, which was a relief after his earlier behavior. While it seemed he was down on his luck, his “rough times,” he kept smiling and chatting away as if he hadn’t a care in the world.
Felix focused his attention on Carol, who gave Alex a small smile and a slight shrug. Alex smiled back, then turned around so she could look out the window. People continued to board the train. She wanted to settle in completely, but was too focused on new passengers coming up the stairs and wondering whether or not anyone would sit next to her. Finally, the conductor gave the all-clear, the doors closed, and she breathed a sigh of relief. 
The train slowly, ever so slowly, began moving. Alex felt a thrill all the way at the base of her spine. She was doing it! She was riding the Glacier Run! She thought back to the previous week and a half and the adventures she’d had driving up the coast, grateful she’d indulged her spontaneous impulse. Her plan may have made William shake his head in confusion, but Alex was having the time of her life.
Her phone buzzed and she glanced at her screen to see a text from Emily, her best friend who lived next door to her in their Lincoln Park highrise.
Choo choo! Are you off?
Alex grinned. Leaving the station now!
Have a BLAST! Can’t wait to hear all about your adventures. Bribing you with a blueberry clafoutis when you get back so I get to be the first.
No bribe necessary, but I’ll take it :-) 
Now that she knew she’d have the row to herself, Alex pulled her bag out from under the seat and put it next to her, then opened the compartment where she kept her journal. Her entire intention for this trip was to watch the country go by and write whatever she wanted. As a full-time travel writer, having that freedom was a luxury. Normally she’d be expected to conduct interviews and photograph every step of the way, which was why she’d decided against contacting Quest Railways for a potential partnership.
Nope. This time was all hers.
Felix was still talking. Carol made occasional noises to indicate she was listening. Every time she’d try to reply with a full response, he’d keep going. After a while, Carol stopped trying altogether.
How was Alex going to handle a full two days with this guy talking the whole time? Pleasant or not, his monologue distracted her. She finally dug out her headphones and began playing the ocean noise. Oh, thank goodness. It completely drowned him out. She giggled at the accidental play on words, settled back into her seat, and watched the scenery.
The afternoon slipped into evening, a pleasant ride as the slate-blue water of Puget Sound gave way to Possession Sound, the peaks of the Olympics visible across the bay.
Alex took her headphones off just in time to hear the conductor’s muffled voice through the speakers. Felix, of course, was still talking. He tapped Alex on the shoulder. “What was that about?” he asked.
“I think he’s announcing dinner.”
“Cool cool. You going?”
Alex shook her head. “I wasn’t planning on it





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
-

— -

. '.{’. ": I'“ r~
.

[agd

‘iH -

'i." = |
i i
N S e T

A—-r-—-‘-r—"‘-—
R o

L 1S MURDERBOOKM. -

-

e

.

i |





OEBPS/images/4517ad46-de8d-4407-8391-7566e26199e1.png
ON THE

TRAVEL IS MURDER BOOK 7

THERESA L CARTER








