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CHAPTER ONE
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33 year-old Rachel Payne arrives at the Chicago Amtrak station just in time to catch the California Zephyr. Having just flown in from Cincinnati, and away from the drama of divorcing a cheating husband, she looks forward to the fifty-one hour trip to San Francisco and plans to use the alone time to rest and relax. The past year has been the most stressful in her life, what with finding out her husband of eight years not only had an affair but fathered a child outside the marriage, adding insult to injury. Rachel had been trying to have a child for nearly half of their marriage, but she wasn’t able to conceive.

With the divorce now over, and that chapter in her life finished, she can’t wait to start fresh and has been invited to live with her sister and brother-in-law north of San Francisco. She’s traveling light, and brings with her only a medium sized suit case on wheels and her handbag. She already shipped what little clothes and belongings she had to her sister’s house. When booking the trip, she splurged and purchased a first-class ticket with a luxurious sleeping car, hoping the arrangements would help her relax and give her the rest she needs. 

Rachel boards the silver Amtrak train, ticket in hand. She’s not sure how to get to her sleeping cabin and while she’s curiously peering around the train car, a train steward in a bright red jacket, black pants, and red fedora approaches her.

“Hello Miss. Can I help you find your room?” The steward is polite and gestures for her to let him take her suitcase.

“Yes, thank you,” she says, wheeling her suitcase to him so he can take the handle. 

“Right this way,” he says, leading her towards the back portion of the train to the sleeping rooms.

As they walk the aisle through several train cars, other passengers are finding their seats and stowing their luggage underneath them. Many travelers are already sitting at the booth-type seating areas eating and drinking in the dining cars. The steward leads her through the final train car and stops in front of a closed door.

“Ah, here we are. Room 1846.” He slides open the dark wood panel door to the sleeping cabin and rolls her suitcase in for her. 

The room is small but looks to be comfortable. It has a neatly made bed on the left, and a seating bench on the right. The plush royal blue carpet that lines the walkways of the train continues into her room. A large window with rounded corners has curtains drawn back to reveal a plain cement wall on the outside of the train.

“Don’t worry, the view will improve remarkably once we get going,” the steward reassures. He turns to Rachel and smiles. He’s a tall young man in his early 20’s, with sandy brown hair cut short beneath the fedora, and dark ocean-blue eyes. His mannerisms are respectful and polite and he comes across as being ahead of his years. He hands her a gold colored key. “This is your room key, just make sure to lock it whenever you leave.”

Rachel takes the key and reads the steward’s gold name tag. “Thank you, Don,” she says.

The young man tilts his head and smiles pleasantly. “Is that jasmine you’re wearing?”

Rachel looks down at her shirt, trying to remember if she put on any scented lotion today. She had not.

“Um, no, I’m not wearing anything that smells good today,” she says with a sheepish laugh.

“My mistake. It must be another passenger,” he says. He nods to her and gives her a courteous bow. “It’s been my pleasure, Miss. Please let me know if you need anything during the journey, and I hope you have a wonderful trip!”

Don leaves her cabin to attend to other passengers. Rachel sets her handbag down on the bed and glances around the tidy cabin. Her eyes land on a small wooden nightstand with a small lamp next to the bed. She goes to the nightstand and opens the drawers. The top drawer is empty, but as she pulls the bottom drawer out something inside rolls around. Half way open, the drawer gets stuck but she tugs it the rest of the way out. Inside is a cylindrical container of salt.

“Salt?” she says, picking up the half-full container and shaking it. 

The smooth, calm voice of an elderly male flows over the train intercom. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your conductor. It pleases me to announce that we are ready for departure. The doors will now be closing, so please take a seat while we depart the station. Thank you for choosing Amtrak.”

Don passes by her room just as Rachel is about to put the salt back in the drawer of the nightstand. He notices the cylinder and the puzzled look on her face.

“Oh, goodness, is that salt?” He says with surprise.

“Yes, it was in the nightstand!”

He swiftly reaches for the container and scoops it out of her hand. “I am so sorry about that. I guess the last passenger really liked their food salty!”

“I guess so,” Rachel says with a laugh. She interprets the steward’s haste to remove the salt as his effort to apologize for the strange article in her room. “It’s okay, really, for all I care it can stay in here!”

Don shakes his head. “I’ll remove it for you.” He’s holding the salt at arm’s length in front of him, the smile on his face fading. He looks at Rachel, and noticing her inquisitive gaze, forces the smile back. “We’re about to depart!” he quips, then spins and speeds out of her room.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Rachel closes the door to her cabin and situates her luggage in the room. She sits on the bed and pulls her cell phone from her handbag. Her sister requested that she text her when the train leaves, to let her know she made it on. She types the text and sends it. “I’m on board, train is leaving. Can’t wait to see you!” It’s only a matter of seconds before her sister replies with a “Yay! Have a good trip!”

Rachel smiles and sets the phone on the nightstand, thinking again about the oddity of the salt. She had seen stranger things left on airplanes, so it probably wasn’t that big of a deal. Still, it strikes her as odd. Tired from her flight from Cincinnati, it’s already been a long morning for her. She lets her body slowly fall onto her side on the bed, pleased by its firmness. She feels the train slowly nudge forward and smiles to herself. The trip has begun and every mile she puts between herself and her old life makes her that much happier.

Not intending to sleep, she nonetheless quickly drifts off into a dreamy slumber. Her mind is active and it recounts the day’s travels, from her mother dropping her off at the airport early in the morning, to finding and boarding the train. The first images are mostly pleasant, but her dreams shift to the train ride and a darkness flows into them.

Images of blood, suffering, and violence begin playing in her mind, combined with an overwhelming sense of doom. In her dream, an overpowering smell of sulfur sickens her and renders her unable to move. The sounds of screaming, hissing, and growling reverberate within the metal walls of the train, now dimly lit and chaotic. The dream has become a disturbing nightmare, and in it Rachel is trying to scream but nothing comes out of her mouth.

The loud horn of the train awakens her, pulling her from the nightmare. Her body jerks, the paralysis of the dream state lifting. The nightmare was so vivid that she sits half way up, resting on her elbow, her eyes darting around the sleeping cabin to make sure nothing is in there with her. Her heart is still pounding and she sits the rest of the way up. There is a fleeting sulfuric smell in her cabin, just as there was in the dream.

Crinkling her nose, she glances around the cabin and up at the air vent close to the ceiling. A stronger scent of hot food wafts into her room. 

“That must be lunch,” she says to herself. She hadn’t eaten all day, and was starving.

Locking the door to her room behind her, she makes her way down the plush carpeted aisles towards the dining car. There are a handful of other passengers at the booth-like dining tables, and Rachel sits at an empty one. The tablecloths are crisp and bright white, trimmed in lace. The place settings consist of white and rose print China plates, cups, and saucers, and shiny silver utensils. Each table has one unlit candle surrounded by a lively arrangement of freshly picked flowers and greenery. Rachel picks up the candle on her table and smells it, and is pleased to detect a hint of vanilla. 

“Good afternoon, Miss,” a polite elderly dining car steward greets her warmly. His attire is similar to Don the steward, except he wears a white jacket instead of red. He’s holding a large silver tea pot.

“Hi,” Rachel greets him with a smile. 

“Would you like some tea?”

“Yes, that would be great!” Rachel watches as he pours the tea slowly and steadily into the delicate cup in front of her.

“Are you having lunch today?” The steward’s soft voice along with light grey eyes and white hair give him a comforting aura.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
fadlitic! Pl or Series






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





