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Chapter One

 


 


When two sisters were in Los Angeles’
historic Union Station, little did they know that a famous movie
star would be killed on their train.

They had been looking forward to a family
reunion in Seattle and were waiting to board the Coast Starlight
train that traveled up the west coast. The older sister Yvonne was
a New Orleans homicide detective, and her sister Danielle was a
computer programmer who wrote erotic romances in her spare time.
Their husbands were taking care of their sons so that the sisters
could have a vacation together.

Danielle liked to wear florals or bright
colors and had blonde hair that fell to her waist, but she usually
wore it pulled back in a ponytail. She was wearing large hoop
earrings and cherry red lipstick that flattered her full, some say,
sensual lips.

Yvonne’s chin-length hair was parted on the
side and had been dyed blonde about six months ago but now showed
two inches of her real color growing out from the roots. She’d been
too tied up with her homicide cases to find time to go to the
hairdresser. Her blue-green eyes made you feel like she could see
right through you. She wore jeans, a black tank top, a grey hoodie,
and a necklace with a small gold cross that she had since her First
Holy Communion.

Yvonne’s latest murder investigation had
really taken its toll on her and she wondered if she wanted to quit
her job and try something else. She desperately needed a vacation,
so when she received an invitation to go to a family reunion in
Seattle, she asked Danielle if she’d like to join her. Danielle was
a newlywed and Yvonne hoped that her sister would be willing to go
on a separate vacation away from her new husband. Danielle hemmed
and hawed until she finally realized that Yvonne needed her on the
trip for moral support.

The sisters had always been close, and
Danielle, the more creative of the two, had embroidered a special
picture for her sister the previous year as a birthday present. The
sampler she had sewn, in cross-stitch, said, “There’s no friend
like a sister.” That was their motto and when bad things happened,
they knew that they could count on each other.

Yvonne had battled with bipolar disorder on
and off since she was 30 and when she was 35, she was a patient in
a psychiatric hospital after having a breakdown at work. Recently,
she had been struggling with insomnia and had been so distracted
that she lost two pairs of prescription glasses in a six-month
period. A trip aboard one of America’s most scenic long-distance
routes seemed to be just what the doctor ordered.

The sisters had started their vacation in
southern California seeing the sights in Los Angeles and Orange
counties before their train trip was scheduled to start. They had
been on a tour of stars’ homes, had their pictures taken in front
of the Hollywood sign, and had gotten down on their knees to pose
next to their favorite entertainer’s star on Hollywood
Boulevard.

Sipping her coffee, Yvonne asked her sister,
“So what has been your favorite part of the trip so far?”

Her sister was quiet for a few beats and then
told her, “You know, I think I liked Knotts Berry Farm the best. I
liked the cowboys having gunfights in the dusty streets and the
funny actors who played the train robbers.”

“I liked the dance hall floozy in the saloon
who pulled that guy out of the audience and made him join her on
stage.”

“His wife was a good sport about it. That
lady was all over him.”

Yvonne looked around at the waiting room and
admired its Art Deco chandeliers, inlaid marble floors, and painted
tiles. “This place is beautiful,” she told her sister. “It’s been
nice to be away from work. I was really getting burnt out.”

“Because of that last case you were working
on? The one where the 80-year-old lady was killed in the nursing
home?”

“Yeah, that was rough. I kept thinking about
what if it had happened to Mom.”

“I know that your job can be really
stressful."

“Actually, I’m thinking about quitting and
doing something else.”

Danielle was flabbergasted. “But you love
your job! And your boss is really supportive.”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll take an early
retirement.”

“What would you do with yourself?”

“I don’t know. Maybe write that great
American novel?”

“Seriously?”

“No. You’re the writer in the family.”

“I don’t know about that.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the
loud laughter of three red-hat ladies who just entered the waiting
room.

“I hope they’re not going to be on the train
with us. I’ll never get any writing done with their cackling,”
Danielle complained.

“Oh, come on. I think they’re cute with those
hats on.”

“Well, I suppose so. I wonder what they do in
their little social club.”

“I imagine they do volunteer work when
they’re not having tea and scones at some cozy little tea house or
traveling around having fun with their red-hat ‘sisters’.”

“I guess I shouldn’t be so harsh. I’ve been
having a good time with my sister, too.”

“I’m glad you’re having fun with me.”

A blonde, well-built man with boyish good
looks walked by the sisters. Astonished, Yvonne asked her sister,
“Isn’t that Brad Phoenix?” She was referring to a famous actor who
first starred in a movie about two women on a road trip.

“Oh my God! It is him.”

“Don’t gawk at him. I’m sure he wants his
privacy.”

“It’s not every day you get to see a movie
star.”

“I wonder if he’ll be on our train. Hope so.
He’d be fun eye candy to watch.”

“You’d better be careful what you say about
him or I’ll tell Rick.”

“I’m just looking, is all. Anyhow, Brad
looked better when he was younger.”

“We all looked better then,” her sister
pointed out and they both laughed.

“Maybe you can make him your male lead in
that vampire story you’re working on,” Yvonne suggested.

“That might be fun.”

A couple on their 5th wedding
anniversary was sitting next to them. When the young wife saw the
famous actor walking past her, she called out, “Brad!”

He ignored her and kept on walking.

“I can’t believe him!” she told her husband.
“He’s become so cold and aloof.”

Yvonne and her sister couldn’t help but
overhear the couple’s conversation and Yvonne told her sister, “I
wonder what that was all about.”

A conductor announced “All Aboard the Coast
Starlight” and they made their way, along with other passengers,
towards the various open doors of the train, showing their tickets
to the railroad employees, who then directed them to the
appropriate car. Once there, they were greeted by the sleeper car
attendant, a position formerly known as the Pullman porter. He was
a man in his early forties with a stocky build who looked like he
might have been a football player in high school. When he smiled,
he had deep dimples, a feature that the cheerleaders must have
found irresistible back in the day. He recognized Danielle’s name
from her posts on a Coast Starlight Facebook forum and told her,
“Hi Danielle. It’s great to get a chance to meet you after reading
your posts.”

“Hi. You must be Phil Cordova. I recognize
you from your Facebook photo. This is my sister, Yvonne.”

He shook hands with her. “Nice to meet
you.”

“Likewise.”

Danielle told him, “Please tell us we’re on
the side of the train with the ocean view.”

He looked at a list he had in his hand. “No.
I’m afraid you’re not. But I’ll see what I can do to find you an
empty roomette later, once I know that one hasn’t already been
taken by passengers who will be boarding along the way. The ocean
view doesn’t even start until Ventura.”

“Really? You’d do that for us? That would be
fantastic!”

Her sister was impressed and once out of his
earshot told Danielle, “You got great connections. I feel like
we’re part of the Insider’s Club.”

“Yeah. That was nice of him.”

“He seems to like you. Let’s see what else
he’ll be doing for you along the way.”

“We’ll see,” Danielle answered with a
smile.

They lifted their suitcases up the narrow
steps to their roomette and once inside their new home away from
home, they put their suitcases under their seats, then sat and
looked around. Their two seats faced each other and were separated
by a table that pulled down.

“Oh, good. I can set my computer on it and
write,” Danielle said. While she began setting up her laptop,
Yvonne looked around at the room some more and noticed that the
seats could be converted to a bed and an upper bed folded down from
above.

Yvonne saw a ladder on the upper bed and told
her sister, “I get dibs on the lower bed. I don’t sleep very
soundly, and I’d just keep you up at night going up and down this
ladder.”

“What if I fall off the bed?”

“Oh, come on. We had bunk beds as kids and
that never happened.”

She looked out the window and was pleased
when she saw the actor boarding their train. She interrupted her
sister’s typing, telling her, “Look. There’s Brad Phoenix. He’s on
our train.”

“Really?” Danielle looked out the window.
“Maybe he’ll be seated at the same table as ours in the dining car.
That might be fun.”

***

It was after departure time and the train was
still stuck in the station. Fifteen minutes later, an attractive
blonde with Gucci luggage came up to the tracks taking her own
sweet time, not realizing—or oblivious to the fact that she was
holding up the train. Yvonne was looking out the window when she
saw the woman approach.

“Look who else is on our train,” she called
out to her sister. “It’s that diva, Renee Forshee.”

“Really?” Danielle took a look out the
window. “She sure has a lot of suitcases. I wonder what’s she got
in there.”

“I wonder if she’s on tour?”

“Where’s all her entourage?”

“Maybe they flew to the next stop?”

The opera star wanted her privacy and didn’t
want to talk to the “riff-raff’” on the train. She made that
apparent when she told the sleeper car attendant, “Darling, could
you be a dear and bring me back a sandwich from the club car? I’ll
pay you a handsome tip.”

“Ordinarily, it’s not done, but we’ll make an
exception for you. I’m a big fan. Are you on tour?”

“Yes. I’m playing Carmen at the opera house
in Seattle and I’ll be practicing my scales and arias in my room,
so I don’t want any disturbances.”

“Would you like for me to make dinner
reservations for you?”

“No. I’ll eat in my room.”

“I’ll bring you a menu around dinner
time.”

“I’d appreciate it.”

He stood there dumbly for a few seconds until
he finally got the courage to ask, “May I have your autograph?”

“Oh, yes. I suppose.” She reached into her
purse and pulled out one of her cards, then scribbled her name on
the back of it and gave it to him.

“Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate it.”

“Well, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t let
people on the train know I’m aboard on this trip. I need my
practice time.”

“Certainly.”

“Now, go get me something to eat, along with
some bottled water.”

“I’ve already put a bottle of water by your
table, ma’am.”

“Call me Miss. I feel like my mother when you
call me ma’am.”

“Shall I get you another bottle of water for
later?”

“Yes, please. I’d rather not walk out of this
room, if it’s all the same to you.”

“Certainly, Miss.”

Listening to this conversation, Yvonne told
her sister, “Renee Forshee is right next door.”

“I hope she’s not going to be practicing
scales all afternoon while I’m trying to write.”

“I don’t think you should tell her that.”

“Believe me, I’ll stay away, if that’s how
she feels about her fans.”

“What a prima donna!”

“Whatever madame likes,” Danielle joked. “Or
I guess I’d better say, ‘Whatever Miss likes.’”

After a bit, the sleeper car attendant came
by to check up on Danielle and Yvonne.

“Are you ladies getting settled in?”

“Yes we are, thank you,” Danielle
answered.

“There’s freshly brewed coffee on the table
in the vestibule if you’d like some. I put a couple of bottles of
water here in your room, but if you’d like any more let me know and
I’ll give some to you. I have a whole package of bottled water in
my roomette across the way.”

“Thank you,” Yvonne told him.

Danielle’s suitcase was partially sticking
out under her seat and he asked, “Do you want me to put your
suitcases on the rack downstairs? It will give you more room.”

“Please. That would be great,” she
answered.

He looked at Yvonne. “I’ll take yours too, if
you’d like.”

“Thanks. I’d appreciate it.”

Before he took their suitcases, he told them,
“Soon, the dining car attendant will be coming around to take your
lunch reservation.”

“Thanks. I thought he’d just be taking
reservations for dinner. That was what happened when I took the
California Zephyr a few years ago,” Yvonne said.

“We do our best to make sure our customers
have a pleasant trip. If you need anything from me, just press this
call button.” He pointed to it.

“Okay,” Yvonne answered.

“Bye for now, young ladies.”

“Okay. We’ll see you later.”

The train horn blew twice and Danielle,
feeling like an excited little girl, told her sister, “Oh, boy.
We’re off.”

As the Coast Starlight began its journey
towards the California coast, Yvonne watched out the window as the
train threaded its way, leaving behind the Los Angeles city
skyscrapers, and past homeless encampments filled with those who’d
set up their tents next to the train tracks, hidden from the rest
of the city.

***

While Danielle spent time penning her vampire
story, her sister read Maeve Binchy’s A Week in Winter and
interrupted her sister’s writing.

“Wouldn’t it be great to own a hotel in
Ireland and meet all sorts of different people
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