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Now Approaching Main Street Station

a Main Street story by Kristen Waldbieser

Do mi do so do so mi do, do mi do so…

The music poured out of the window, each note dancing on top of the cool, autumn breeze. The playful tune never lost its momentum, never missed a beat, and almost seemed to explain the beautiful morning that was occurring outside. Jack’s shoulders gently swayed along as he passed by the open window, listening to the music that only his best friend could be playing. She had been there since sunrise, just to ensure she had time for a piano lesson before work.

Jack continued to walk up the street, watching the little town he’d spent his entire life in. Casey, the man that had given him his first job, was sweeping the front entrance of his famous hot dog shop, a favorite of everyone in town. A group of barbers sang a merry little tune as they set up their shop for their days’ work. The sun was bright enough for Jack to tilt his hat down over his eyes, but the breeze was strong enough that it kept tilting it backwards. Maroon leaves danced around his feet, almost as if saying hello as they floated through the music-filled wind. He made his way over to the Main Street Bakery, his favorite stop in town, to pick up something sweet to start the morning with. He smiled as he was handed two small cakes with jam. He said his thanks, and walked out the door. It was just the start of another day.

Rounding the corner, he made his way back to the little window with the wonderful music pouring out of it. He stood under a lamppost and listened as each note greeted him.

“Emilee, focus your eyes on the keys. The piano isn’t outside the window,” Jack could hear Emilee’s piano teacher say.

“Yes, Mr. Baker,” Emilee responded.

Jack listened as the music continued, a beautiful jazzy tune that Emilee had been working on for months. She finished her arpeggios, the same ones Jack had heard her playing every Monday and Wednesday for as long as he could remember.

“Simply beautiful. However, I noticed you went a little off the melody around….” Mr. Baker began.

“I thought it could use a little change. The music takes my mind to far-off places,” Emilee interrupted.

Jack smiled, laughing a bit to himself. It was such a typical answer from her. He heard the piano bench slide out against the hard wood floor, and could almost count the steps until Emilee would be in front of him. 3…2…1…

Her bright smile greeted him before any words could. She jumped off the second to last step, and skipped over to him, a warm hug used as her hello. Jack handed her one of the cakes.

“What’s this for?” she asked, already taking a bite.

“Well, you’re really quite exceptional. And any great musician deserves something for their efforts,” he said. Her nose turned bright red. An odd quirk that she had. Instead of blushing, it was just her nose. She hated it, but Jack found it quite charming.

“Well, you know, I guess I am, aren’t I?” she laughed, nudging him in the side. “Wait, were you listening again? I’m still working on that piece, it’s really not ready to be heard yet.”

“Well, then tell Mr. Baker to close the window during your lessons.”

They began to walk down the street, enjoying their cakes, which Emilee had almost completely devoured. They watched as the same young men and women that they had gone to school with leapt on to the trolley that went up and down the street. The trolley was full of laughter and songs, as it was every day. The girls’ dresses were all perfectly pressed, their petticoats just slightly peaking out from underneath. The boys all wore wide suspenders, not a flaw about them. They all looked as if they had stepped out of a painting. A few of them waved, and Jack and Emilee waved back at them. The usual courtesies.

After the trolley passed, they ran down their quaint Main Street, past the ice cream parlor and the dress shop. At the edge of the street, a small park waited for them, where even though the autumn leaves were falling, the grass remained green.

Jack and Emilee walked down to the park at the edge of Main Street practically every day. Away from the hubbub of their neighbors, they appropriately called it their “hub.” Jack would often bring an ice cream cone or a sweet, something to make Emilee smile. Of all the places they had grown up visiting, the hub was their favorite. They sat down on the grass, staring out at the beautiful sky above them. However, Emilee’s eyes drifted to the miles of trees in front of her.

“Do you ever wonder what’s past those trees?” she asked him. Jack glanced over at her, then at the forest in front of them.

“Someone’s been writing fantasy stories again,” he said.

“Jack, I’m serious. Don’t you ever think about if there’s more than just the town we know?”

He had thought about it before, of course. When they were growing up, Emilee would spend hours telling Jack about the magical places that she imagined on the other side of those trees. But, others before them had ventured outward, only to find miles and miles of forest. And although those attempts had stopped over the years, Emilee’s stories never did. And even though he’d heard them hundreds of times before, Jack never got tired of hearing Emilee tell her marvelous tales.

“So, what’s it this time?” he asked.

“What if there was a place that we can’t even begin to comprehend, because it’s so far in the future? Maybe their waste bins come directly to you, or….” she began

“Do you want a waste bin with wheels on it? I could make that for you,” Jack interrupted.

Emilee rolled her eyes. “It’s just an idea, Jack.”

They sat in silence. Jack looked over at Emilee, watching her eyes sparkle with curiosity. He always noticed that they seemed to shine more when she was deep in thought about the last place she had imagined. Whenever she told him about her latest idea, her smile would twist in to a smirk, and her brown eyes would almost glow with specks of green. Those were some of Jack’s favorite moments, seeing her in her true element. And although he didn’t really know how to talk to her about them, he enjoyed being the one that she told them to.

“I’m really on to something with my new locomotive model,” Jack said, breaking the silence.

Jack worked as an engineer, tinkering on the train that connected the farms and homes on the outskirts of town with Main Street, the center of everything in their city. However, Jack’s real passion was not fixing the old, but designing the new. He was always sketching out new models of streetcars, trolleys, and most importantly, trains. His dream was to create something that had never been done before. And between his passion to create a new machine, partnered with Emilee’s dream to discover new places, they made a pretty good team.

“What’s it going to do this time? Fly?” Emilee asked.

Jack smirked. “For your information, it might as well fly! With my new model, the train would be able to completely circle the entire city without having to stop once.” He watched as Emilee raised her eyebrows. He could see the wheels turning in her head.

“Jack, that’s impossible.”

“Well, it’s kind of fun to do the impossible.”

“Do you think it’ll work?” Her eyes sparkled even brighter.

“Well, that’s the beauty of experimentation. We won’t know until we try.”

Emilee nudged him in the side, smiling. He always gave her such scientific answers like that, because he knew it always made her laugh. Jack smiled. She really does have the best laugh, he thought.

“Do you think it could…travel farther than just around the city?” Emilee asked.

He knew the question would come eventually. It was the same question she asked every time he shared a new development about the trains. He never knew how to answer her. He knew that he couldn’t get the trains through that thick forest, not without years of work. And even if he could, he knew they would find what those before them had found. Nothing.

“Emilee, the track only runs in a circle on the perimeter of the city. To even try and build through that forest would be costly and dangerous. And to risk all that when there’s nothing out there….” He hated being so blunt with her, but sometimes he just had to.

“We don’t know there’s nothing out there. We’ve been told there’s nothing out there,” she said, holding her ground. She never was one to give in.

“Well, let’s see if I can get the locomotive around the city, and then we can go from there.”

Emilee smiled, which made Jack smile as well.

“Aren’t you going to be late for work?” Jack asked, looking down at his pocket watch. Emilee jumped up; Jack followed.

“No, no, no! If I’m late one more time, I’m getting reassigned to writing the help-wanted advertisements again,” she said as they began racing toward town.

Emilee was a writer, a journalist for the Main Street Gazette. Wasting no time, they hopped on the trolley that had passed them by earlier. It was almost full. On one bench sat a small group of young men and women who were singing songs from the latest production that had been performed at their little Town Square Theater. On another, a husband and wife, clearly newlyweds, sat with their arms wrapped around each other, whispering and giggling. Across from Emilee and Jack sat a couple they had grown up with, Roger and Meg.

“Emilee, have you been rolling around in the dirt?” Meg snickered. Jack watched Emilee look down at her grass stained dress and her nose turned bright red.

Back when they were in school, Emilee was always applauded for her talents at the piano. On the other hand, Meg, who thought her singing talents were far beyond compare, was often overlooked. Meg’s singing voice actually resembled the voice of a screaming cat, although no one would ever tell her that. Emilee looked over at Meg.

“Oh, you know me. I wasn’t completely happy with the color of my dress, so I decided to take it upon myself to fix it! Clearly, you’re just not up to date with the latest fashions.”

Meg shrugged her shoulders, turning her back to them and facing Roger, her beau for who knows how long. Emilee tried to rub the grass stains off of her skirt, but she and Jack were quickly laughing at her failed efforts.

To no one’s surprise, Meg quickly turned back around, always needing to have the last word. She was holding hands with Roger, who was smiling along.

“Emilee, has anyone asked you to join them at the autumn festival this weekend? You know there will be dancing and everything,” Meg said.

Jack perked up at the mention of the festival. He had been meaning to ask Emilee to go with him for weeks, but he never knew how to start the conversation. And what if she said no? He worried that the chance of rejection would end the friendship that he couldn’t do without.

“I’ll be busy covering the festival for the Gazette,” Emilee said.

Jack knew that was a lie. Emilee always told him what articles she had been assigned for the week, and the festival had never come up in conversation. That had to mean that no one had asked her yet.

“Well, isn’t that a shame, then,” Meg said, snickering and turning back toward Roger.

Jack thought about asking Emilee right there. It was a perfect opportunity. All he had to do was ask her to accompany him for the evening, as they knew they would have a wonderful time together. But, before he could find the words, the trolley slowed to a halt, and he watched Emilee hop off. He followed behind, walking with her to the corner and staring at the words stenciled on the window right above them: The Main Street Gazette.

“Meet me at the station after work, all right? I want to show you the new model,” Jack said. Emilee nodded and gave her bright smile, before running up the stairs to her cozy office.

Emilee sat tapping her pencil against her desk, staring at the blank paper in front of her. She was supposed to be writing a piece on Mayor Weaver and the work he had done in the community lately. It would be a lovely piece, as long as she could get the words down. But her mind was elsewhere. She pulled a stack of papers out of her desk, where she kept all of the fantastic stories that she had written throughout the years.

She shuffled through the stack. Stories about worlds of fantasy, tales of adventure, and mysteries from the frontier. She loved writing about far-off places, the type that seemed to only exist in dreams. It wasn’t that she didn’t like her hometown; she really did. She loved spending her mornings before work with Jack at the hub, the festivals, all of it. But the idea of finding something new, and making a difference, pulled at her heart every minute.

Sighing, she put the stories back in her desk, and returned to the blank paper that stared up at her, planning out what she would write. She always had to write the same type of articles, week after week. An article on Fire Chief Smokey Miller, an interview with Beatrice Starr or Victoria Trumpetto. Each one just telling the same old story of someone else, never creating anything new.

“How’s the article coming along?”

Emilee looked up to see her co-worker, Eli, leaning over her desk. Eli was the cartoonist for the paper. He was quite used to Emilee being off topic and often saw her hard at work on one of her stories, rather than the articles she was assigned. But then again, Emilee was quite used to Eli creating beautiful pieces of art that would never see the front page of the newspaper.

“Oh, you know, it’s going to be an award-winner here,” Emilee laughed, holding up the blank piece of paper in front of her.

“What is it that you’re really working on, then?” he asked.

Emilee hesitated. Maybe, just maybe, he had the same thoughts. Perhaps someone else could envision the places that she imagined in her head. She shuffled through the papers on her desk, pulling out her latest fantasy story. She looked it over quickly, and then held it out in front of him.

“Just…don’t laugh. It’s not what we’re used to,” she said.

“That’s my favorite kind of story.”

Jack was writing down facts and figures, standing in the middle of the locomotive. He wanted to make sure every calculation was perfect this time. There was no room for error. Soon, he was interrupted by what sounded like a sing-song voice calling his name. He poked his head out the door, and sure enough he saw Emilee bouncing up the steps. He began to smile. He looked down at his pocket watch. It was only twelve o’clock.

“What are you doing here?” Jack laughed as Emilee reached the top of the stairs.

“I told them I was doing a little ‘research’ after lunch today. Which I am. I’m researching what’s on the other side of that forest. And besides, I know it’s so hard to be without me, isn’t it?” she laughed.

Jack shook his head, even though he knew she was right.

“So, what are you up to?” she asked. She never was one to waste a single moment.

Jack pulled his notebook and pencil out of his pocket, and adjusted the glasses on his face. He glanced over the calculations on the page, making sure everything was perfect.

“Well, the original model of the locomotive, the one that we use around town currently, used a limited boiler with only one boiler tube. It could maybe only hold 3.7 liters of water in it. So, when the steam it created was piped through the cylinder and passed through the inlet valve, it didn’t have enough pressure to get the piston moving for an extended period of time,” Jack said, still looking over his notes.

“But when I tested the new model, I used four boiler tubes without accounting for the fact that the cylinder, obviously, would have to be enlarged by seventeen percent, or the piston would snap, and there wouldn’t be any chance for reciprocating….”

“Obviously. Jack, I know you’re trying to work this out, but perhaps use a little less technical gibberish?” Emilee was extremely intelligent, but she wasn’t a mechanic like Jack was. His mind worked differently.

Jack thought completely in numbers and figures, dealing only in fact. Anything that couldn’t be proven with a mathematical equation, well, it just couldn’t be true. But his mind worked deliberately, constantly thinking of ways to improve his machines. Unfortunately, that meant that he did not realize how technical his speech was.

“I made sure that the big round thing was filled with the right amount of hot stuff. Is that better?”

“Much better,” Emilee nodded.

She walked over to the locomotive that Jack had been working on for such a long time. He hadn’t connected any of the passenger cars to it, and it looked much smaller than the Roger E. Broggie train that Emilee had grown up riding.

“Where’s the train that’s normally here? The one that circles the town?” she asked, looking at all the bells and whistles Jack had attached to this one.

“It’s tucked away at the roadhouse until the festival, giving me time to really perfect this model.”

Jack wrote down numbers in his notebook, but watched out of the corner of his eye as Emilee moved to the far edge of the platform. The wind tousled her brown hair as she stared out at the street ahead. Jack put his notebook down and walked over to her. He leaned on the railing next to her. From the top of the station, they could see the forest stretch farther than the eye could see.

“I suppose it could be possible,” he finally said. Emilee looked over at him.

“The places you’ve written about for years. They could be possible. The dreams that you have, that I can’t even fathom, maybe they’re out there. I’m not quite sure how, but I suppose it takes curiosity to know for sure.”

“Curiosity keeps leading us down new paths.” That clever look was spread across her face. Determined, fierce, and inspired. Jack raised his eyebrows. He knew that look of hers.

“So let’s find out what’s out there,” Jack said.

They jumped off the platform in front of the train, and walked along the tracks. Jack liked to check the first quarter of the tracks before he tried a new test to make sure there were no variables that could get in the way of his results. It was meticulous, but in his line of work, that’s exactly what was needed.

Jack walked quickly, his eyes scanning the rails, checking for any broken parts or anything else that might slow the train. Emilee walked beside him, balancing herself on the rail.

“I think in my next story, I’ll write about a far-off lagoon, but the only way to cross the lagoon is by braving a small bridge, high in the air. My explorer, desperate to see what’s on the other side, makes her way across the rickety old bridge,” she explained, walking backwards to tell Jack the tale.

“And then what will happen?” he asked her. Emilee face suddenly turned very serious.

“The unthinkable! She begins to lose her balance.” Emilee began to sway back and forth on the rail. “Then down she goes! Tumbling toward certain doom!” Emilee laughed as she jumped down off the rail.

Her cry of “Ow!” snapped her out of her story.

Jack looked at her as she was putting all her weight on her left foot, slightly lifting the other above the ground. And although clearly in pain, her eyes were fixated right in front of her, staring at the ground.

“What did you do now?” Jack asked, used to Emilee jumping and falling off the tracks.

“Jack, look,” she said, still staring straight ahead of her.

“What are you talking about?”

She pointed to the ground in front of her. Jack pulled his glasses closer to his eyes and looked at the grass. He looked up at her, completely confused about what had so entranced her.

“Emilee, there’s nothing there.”

Emilee looked over at him, her eyebrows scrunched together. She looked back down at the ground, then back up at him again.

“You’re joking, right? You’re telling me you can’t see it?”

“See what? There’s nothing there but grass.”

Emilee bent forwards and put her hand down. It seemed to stop a few inches before it reached the ground. She grabbed Jack’s hand, holding it tightly, and pulled him down next to her. Jack looked over at her, his eyes wide. He held on to her hand, but she quickly moved his hand down and placed it where hers had been just a moment ago.

He felt the cold metal underneath his hand, although as he looked out in front of him, his hand was resting on air. He pulled his hand back, falling backwards.

“What was that?!”

“You’re telling me you don’t see that track heading off in to the trees?!” Emilee asked.

Jack didn’t know how to answer. Still staring at the ground in front of him, there was nothing, but he couldn’t deny feeling the rail, as if it really was there. And how would Emilee have known it was there if she hadn’t really seen it? His mind raced, full of questions that he didn’t have the answers to, a feeling he couldn’t stand.

“How far does it go?” he managed to ask.

“You really don’t see it?”

Jack shook his head.

“It goes under the trees, straight into the forest.”

Emilee stood up, Jack right behind her. She stepped up on the track, and it appeared to Jack that she was walking on air. Jack followed her and felt the hard surface beneath his feet, though it looked as if he stood inches above the ground. He swayed back, but Emilee grabbed his hand to keep him steady. She moved forward, pushing through the trees and bushes in front of them, and holding on to his hand to lead the way. Jack held on to her tightly, hoping she wouldn’t notice that his palms were starting to sweat.

They pulled apart branches and leaves, climbed through thorns, trying to see where this track would go. But the longer they traveled, the more the shrubbery seemed to increase. Emilee kept pushing forward, watching for any change in scenery, anything at all, but it just seemed to get darker and greener as they continued on.

“We can’t keep at this all night. It could go on for miles,” Jack finally said, attempting to sit on the rails that he still couldn’t see. Emilee sat down next to him.

“We can’t just stop, Jack. This is… I mean, this track just magically appeared out of nowhere!”

“There has to be some sort of explanation for this, some sort of reasoning behind it. No denying it’s there, but why can’t it be seen?” He began trying to work everything out in his head. Emilee stared him straight in the eyes.

“Jack, not everything comes down to facts and figures. Sometimes things can’t be explained through reasoning. You just have to trust your instincts.”

Jack pulled his notepad out of his pocket. He looked at his notes and calculations, all perfectly pieced together to make sense. He flipped through, looking for something he might have missed.

“It doesn’t matter if you can see it or not. It’s here. And finding this.… Jack, this is the adventure I’ve wanted my entire life. The discovery you’ve been dreaming of your entire life. We have to see how far this can take us.”

Jack paused for a moment. It was true, this was the type of discovery he had always dreamed of. He wanted to make a difference. He picked up a small rock off the ground, and threw it in front of him. He heard the loud clang as it bounced off the invisible track and back to the ground.

“All right. But we don’t even know if a train will run on a track like this. Let alone through all the trees,” he mumbled.

“Come on, Jack, you’re telling me you’re going to let some trees stop you?”

“I suppose I could attach a device to the front of the train that could clear away all of this. It might lessen the distance we can go, because it’ll require a lot more force, but it might work. If this track can even support the weight of the train. It might work.”

“Might is a pretty good place to start.”

“Well, then, what are we waiting for?” he said with a wink.

They turned around, Emilee pulling Jack closely behind her. Jack felt like he was flying, watching his feet run inches above the ground. Emilee looked back at him, her brown eyes now sparkling with green, bursting with excitement.

They approached the part of the rail that Jack could see, the same circle that he had navigated more times than he could count. Emilee halted in her tracks, causing Jack to stumble behind her. Without saying a word, she pulled her ribbon out of her hair and tied it to the branch right next to her. Its bright blue color almost seemed to glow against the dark green tree.

“With that track going under these bushes, it would be difficult to see it from the inside of the train. At least if I see that bright blue ribbon, it’ll give us an indicator of where to stop.”

Jack raised his eyebrows quickly. He hadn’t thought of that. Before he could acknowledge her quick thinking, she was already racing off toward the station, ready to begin their adventure.

They ran up the stairs to the top of the station where the train sat. It stared back at them, ready to take on the challenges they were about to face. Jack ran up to it, checking every bolt and wheel, ensuring everything was in top condition. Emilee watched as he wiped his glasses on his shirt, cleaning off some dust that had collected.

“Jack, come on! Let’s go! Let’s go!” Emilee yelled in delight, catching Jack’s smile as he turned around. She didn’t want to waste a moment.

“Almost ready. Let me just make sure that the ratio from coal to water is perfect, otherwise.…”

“Oh, just hurry,” she said with a wink.

Jack quickly hopped inside the train, writing down notes as fast as his pencil could take him. Emilee walked over to the far side of the platform and stared out ahead of her, just as she had earlier in the day. It was funny, she had looked down that same street only a few hours earlier, but it looked different now.

“All aboard,” Jack shouted, poking his head out of the door. Emilee turned around, jumping into the locomotive.

They stood next to each other, and Emilee felt her heart racing faster and faster. She grabbed on to Jack’s hand, and this time, not just to pull him along. Jack looked over at her and smiled. He squeezed her hand tightly.

“Here we go….” With the sound of a whistle, they were off.

The train went along smoothly, and Jack piloted it perfectly. Emilee stared ahead, watching as the trees whizzed past them. It wouldn’t take long to reach the part of the track that they had flagged with Emilee’s hair ribbon.

“Now, remember, we’re just seeing if it can support the weight of the train. If it does, then I’ll attach some sort of blade to the cowcatcher to clear off the trees. But no sense in doing that if this new track won’t hold the train.”

“And why wouldn’t a track hold the train?” Emilee asked.

“Why would a track appear invisible?”

Emilee sighed. Jack believed that the track was really there. He touched it. However, Emilee thought it might be what was beyond the track that Jack couldn’t wrap his head around.

A few feet ahead of them, Emilee spotted her blue ribbon dancing on the cool breeze. Jack saw it, too, and slowed the train down. As the train got slower and slower, Emilee’s heart beat faster and faster.

“It’s’s a bit of a sharp turn here, so hold on to something tightly and hopefully I won’t flip this thing over.” Even though he was laughing, Emilee knew that a part of him might have been serious.

“Here goes nothing,” he whispered to himself.

Emilee clenched a rod tightly as the train began to turn at an angle it had never turned before. The wheels screeched against the rails as Jack inched it forward and pulled back on the brakes simultaneously. However loud and difficult, the train turned exactly where it needed to go.

“Jack! We’re doing it! You’re doing it!” Emilee cheered. Jack smiled.

“Ok, now I’m just going to ease….”

Before he could continue, the train slammed to a halt, sending Jack and Emilee flying toward the front of the locomotive. Emilee struggled to regain her breath. They sat up, slowly, staring at each other.

“Did you do that?” Emilee whispered, as her voice wouldn’t carry any louder.

“No, I was sending it forward,” Jack said, slowly getting to his feet.

“Did we fall? Did the track not hold?”

Jack didn’t answer; he was too busy looking at the controls of the train, seeing what could have caused such an abrupt stop. Emilee got to her feet, and looked out in front of her. The train sat perfectly still, resting on the tracks leading in to the forest.

“Emilee, the train is still floating in the air!” Emilee hadn’t even noticed that Jack had left the train, and was now examining the track below.
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