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More Than Just a Train Trip


	Description


	Joel is a man in his twenties who met Gail while delivering something from his job. He is an athletic and kind person, who had his dreams derailed by a car accident a couple of years back. In the first chapter, he discovers that his grandmother had passed down a key to him after her death. The story behind this key is a mystery. 


	Gail is an eighteen-year-old Amish woman who has come to visit her grandmother’s Amish community after her home was flooded. Her grandmother is still haunted by nightmares of the flood and is trying to recover emotionally.  Gail gradually gets to know a young man in this new community named Benjamin, whom she finds him irritating and overbearing. 


	When they learnt about this secret key, they take an interest. Joel, together with Martha and Gail, the three of them embark on a train trip to a nearby city to learn about the origin of the key.


	During the fourteen-hour ride, she challenges him to avoid electronics just to see if he can entertain himself the “plain way” and he takes her up on her offer. Bored, they bicker a bit but go on to tell each other about their lives. Gail is interested in midwifery among the “plain people”. She loves helping people with delivery of babies. Joel is a bit more reticent about his dreams, since he feels it’s useless to even consider.  During the course of the trip, they meet a variety of characters and develop feelings for each other.  When they got to the cabinet, which the key unlocks, they realize that there is something truly expensive and precious in it. After returning from the trip, they continue spending time together.  But now, they are both beginning to see the pressure from Gail’s community for her to not date an Englishman.  The story is divided in three parts, part I, part II and part III.


	 


	 




Part I


	




Chapter 1


	In the little Amish town of Hope Mills, Kansas, seventy year-old Martha Steiber woke from her mid-noon nap with a gasp.  


	Totally soaked in sweat, she sat up, breathing slowly, trying to control her breath...until her heart slowed down again, to its normal pace.  


	It was a nightmare. There was no wave.  She wasn’t choking.  She was perfectly safe.  She’d been having trouble sleeping since that flood that  destroyed her basement, caused her to slip on her stairs spraining her arm in the process.  


	No, it certainly couldn’t continue like this.  If she kept on waking up terrified, several times in the night and during naps, she would get physically ill. And her sprained left arm was enough of a hindrance without coming down with the flu from sheer exhaustion.  She rose, awkwardly fixed her gown and kapp with her good arm, then walked towards the house of Bishop Beiler.  She would call Gail from his phone (the only community phone) and Gail, her granddaughter, would come.  She would keep her company and keep the fears away, at least for a while.


	*****


	The sun shone bright and hot, and Joel Sawberry squinted as he glanced out the window of the health food store in his small town in Kansas.


	“Saffron and Chamomile tea for sleep, and St. John’s Wort for anxiety,” he said slowly and distinctly to the customer over the phone.  “You can’t go wrong with those.  We carry all three, so let me transfer you to our order specialist next door, so she can get your details and we’ll have it delivered to you soon as possible.”


	He could tell that the customer was Amish by her accent, and generally, the Amish paid for delivery since driving in on a horse and buggy from about 60 miles away would have been too dangerous for them.


	He put the phone down and wrote a quick note to his boss.  “Will need a delivery man on Monday to take some things over to Hope Mills.”  Then he clocked out and headed out for his daily speed-walk.  Kansas wasn’t the best place to go walking in the summer.  It was dry and hot.  This particular alley wasn’t very scenic and the ground was scraggly.  Joel cranked up the electric guitar melody coming from his cell phone and walked anyway, choosing the road going uphill, pushing himself.  He hadn’t always had the self-discipline for this, but life had been a hard teacher.


	*****


	In response to the phone call, Martha’s eighteen year old granddaughter, Gail, showed up two days later.


	She came bearing gifts, just like her biblical namesake, Abigail.  She was as true as steel, her Gail, cheerful and chatty as a blue jay.  Within a few hours, Martha already felt like laughing at herself for her morbid fancies.  


	“Forgive me for dragging you away from your duties,” she said to Gail, as she served iced tea with lemon, nutmeg and cinnamon.


	Gail shrugged.  “No babies due for another six months back in our district.  I like babies but waiting for them gets tedious, and you’ve been through a lot this past month.  So, I’ve switched my focus.” She sipped at her tea. “Do you know how the other houses have held up after the flooding?”


	“Oh, for the most part, people have stopped using their basements and are saving money to fix it all up somewhere down the road.  For those who have growing families, the community might do some fundraising to fix them up really well.”


	Gail studied her grandmother, understanding what was left unsaid.  Clearly, nobody was going to bother donating money to fix an old woman’s quilting room in the basement.  She lived alone and had a small kitchen and bedroom on the first floor, so surely, that should be satisfactory.  But quilting had been Martha’s passion and she could hardly store fabric and patterns in the limited space she had now.


	“We should go on a trip,” she said tenderly, gently laying a hand on her grandmother’s shoulder.  “Get your mind off all this.  Didn’t poppi use to take you and dat out on the river to go fishing?  When dat was small?”


	“I was never a fan of the big river,” Martha said with a sniff.  “I went with them because if I didn’t, who would make sure your poppi and dat had their three meals a day? And having had the river come here, I am unwilling to further our acquaintance.” Her tone was sarcastic but her voice shook a little all the same, and Gail caught the hint of emotion.  


	“I am sorry you had to go through what you did, mommi.  In your place, I would have been terrified.”


	Martha felt tears flood her eyes for a second.  “Do you know what I thought of when I thought I wouldn’t be able to get that basement door open?”


	“What?”


	“My old friend Deborah.  I haven’t thought of her in twenty years.”


	Gail drew her chair closer, sensing a good story.  “I would sure love to hear all about her.”


	*****


	Joel slipped into the shower in the Manna from Heaven Health Store basement.  He was late from his forty-five minute break and he could only hope his coworker Jeb wouldn’t complain to the boss.


	“What happened?” Jeb asked quizzically, as Joel speed-walked in, hiding his wet hair under his employee cap.


	“An odd phone call came in while I was jogging,” Joel said.  “Thrift store people.  Didn’t really know how to get rid of them.  Being in customer service makes me too polite in all other areas of my life.”


	Jeb clocked out of the computer system but lingered to ask, “Odd how?  Were they selling something?”


	“About six months ago I took some of nana’s things over to this thrift store.  Now, they’re telling me that they found an old key in a jewelry box along with her other trinkets.”


	“A house key?”


	“They could not say.  But apparently, I have to pick it up now after work.  Because it looks old and they think I ‘might not be aware of its value.’ ”


	Jeb rubbed his beard.  “Maybe it is a key to something from her youth.”


	Joel reached for the phone that was already ringing.  “It’s all very possible.”  He swallowed down the lump that always formed  in his throat whenever he thought of nana these days, and concentrated on the work.


	*****


	Gail stared at Martha, wide-eyed, when the story was over.  “So, you never heard from your friend again?”


	“Not from her.  But word gets around.  We eventually heard that she and her man were alive and well and had settled no more than 70 miles from here, living like the English with their music and cars and blue jeans.  But I never asked for my part of the money that she took.  I was too proud and hurt.”


	Gail considered.  “If I had a family to raise up, I’d go and demand forthat money.  For my family’s sake, because it was rightfully mine.”


	Martha went to get the soybeans they were going to prepare for their lunch, the ones the Amish called kecherli. Slowly, she began to shuck the pods with her good hand, holding down the outer coverings with her left elbow. “Well, I didn’t have a family then.  Just your dawdi, and he and I took a while to settle down.  My parents were getting worried, with us going buggy riding after Friday night signings and coming back later and later each time.  We were so young…”


	Gail reddened a little.  “I am sure you didn’t do anything untoward, mommi, young as you were.  Now, how about I research what we could do to make our time together fun? I could maybe rent a horse and buggy and we could travel through some quiet towns, taking back roads for a couple of days, eat out, go shopping.  Find an inn for a night.”


	“Bumping along in the dust and the heat of Kansas summer and getting that poor horse all worn out.”


	Gail clicked her tongue.  “I don’t like that tone.  You taught me, more than anyone, to have fun.”


	Martha sighed.  “Maybe my bobbel, I grew  wise too late.”


	And Gail walked over to the door, ostensibly to check the weather, but really, to take a deep breath of frustration without being observed.  This was not the Martha she knew.  This Martha was tense and anxious, she wasn’t sleeping.  Gail knew that she needed to come up with something creative, but had no idea what that might be.


	*****


	“Hey Judy, you mind bringing Martin by today instead of Monday?”


	 Joel could hear Judy exhaling softly over the phone before answering. “I’d love to bring him by today but I’m not sure how he will respond to the schedule change.”


	 Joel didn’t know too much about the disability known as Asperger’s but he did know that changes in routine caused anxiety. “I really can’t meet up Monday.”


	“Joel, it’s all good. I will let you know later if he’s coming.”


	“Text me then?”


	“Oh, texting is for young people.  I’ll call.”


	Joel suppressed a chuckle. 


	After the call, he went outside and worked on his pistachio trees. A few years back, he had planted them, tying them to poles to keep them growing in the right direction, and now, they were looking healthy and strong.  


	When Martin finally showed up, he looked sullen.  He towered over Joel, a twelve year-old blond in a six foot body, which he was still learning to handle.


	“It’s a stupid day,” he said, without preamble.


	Joel sighed. So it was to be one of those hangouts.  “Want to kick a soccer ball around?  We could walk to the park.”


	Martin nodded. After 20 minutes of quiet soccer at the park, he said, “Dad didn’t call last night.”


	“Maybe he was working late,” Joel said, his words sounding empty, even to himself. “You’re big enough to deal with it, you know. You can’t always wait for his call like a little kid.”


	 Martin scowled. “Your parents were divorced too. Was it the same?”


	“Kind of.  But I had a grandfather, on my mom’s side, who taught me trees. Kept us pretty busy, even when dad didn’t call.”  Which was all the time.


	“I told you trees are stupid.  I am not doing any trees.”


	Joel involuntarily kicked the soccer ball a bit too hard and it bounced sharply against the metal gate.  He looked up and saw Martin’s startled look. The boy got scared at everything.


	“We’re good, man.” He patted Martin on the shoulder lightly.  “We’re good.”


	Inwardly, he wondered yet again why he had volunteered to mentor this kid from the Presbyterian church on his street.  He didn’t think he was doing any good at it.  Martin was difficult, sensitive, proud and probably hurting from his dad’s lack of support and love. And Joel felt all he had to offer were gardening and a very mild version of soccer. Also concern and compassion.  That too.


	*****


	On Monday morning, Joel clocked in and made himself a cup of coffee before opening up the invoices.  The day was simmering hot.


	 “I’ll need you to drive over to Hope Mills after work,” Terrence told him.  “Company car, of course.”


	Joel raised his eyebrows. “Aren’t they expecting their delivery during the day?”


	“I would rather give you time to go on your thrift store errand during work and you can make the delivery after.”


	Joel sighed good-naturedly.  “Naturally.  Can I ask you something, Terrence?”


	“Shoot.”


	“When you bought the store, did you ever think you’d go on to do something else?  Something a bit more exciting?”


	Terrence folded his arms.  “I did hope to make enough of a profit to pursue some personal projects, yes.  That hasn’t panned out yet though.”  He shrugged.  “Herbal or non-commercial medicines are notoriously expensive and this is not a rich town. But the wife and I, we get along.  What exciting thing did you want do?”


	Joel hesitated. and suddenly, there came the image of an oncoming car swerving into his lane and just like many times before, he felt himself freezing up, helpless to stop it, and then the crushing pain in his hip…he blinked several times to clear his sight.  He was capable of walking again.  That certainly ought to be enough to make him happy.


	“Just teenage dreams,” he said, laughing.  


	“You are barely even in your late twenties, my friend,” Terrence said.  “Don’t shrug off those ‘teenage’ dreams.  And find yourself someone cute.”


	*****


	Joel entered Labor of Love, and the door chimed, bringing the front desk saleslady of the thrift store hurrying to meet him. 


	“Mr. Sawberry?  I’ve been told you would be stopping by. Would you care to look at some of our items?”


	“Please tell me about this key,” Joel said.  


	“Well we had hung up the quilt you donated on our wall.” She motioned to the quilt spread out on the table, shades of light and dark green in a complex pattern, with small yellow stitches on the very border.  “It is a lovely handiwork, obviously made with care and love.”


	“My grandmother made it.  She used to be Amish,” Joel said.


	“Really?  How fascinating!  Did she ever talk about it?”


	“Um…” Joel saw that the woman was prepared to chat awhile.  “If you could please show me the key,” he said firmly.


	“Oh.  Anyway, when we got to the jewelry box you gave us, there was a key.” She handed it to him.  “There might some very interesting family history behind this, you know.”


	Joel studied the fairly long steel key.  There was some text engraved into the side.  “It says El Pinto’s Hardware.  It is probably a house key that she kept as a spare with her other things.”   It occurred to him as he spoke that this was not the most reasonable thing to do.  After all, if you were locked out of your house, surely having the spare key inside wouldn’t be much help.


	The woman tapped on the computer keys.  “El Pinto’s Hardware is located in New Mexico.”


	“Yes, I know.  That is where she lived before she came down to a city in Kansas for treatment at the hospital.”


	“Maybe there is another theory – “ the woman began.


	“I don’t think I have any need for this,” Joel said.  But I will take it off your hands.” He thanked the chatty woman politely.  What a waste of time.


	“Care to buy some secondhand jewelry for someone special?  We’ve got rings.”   


	She had hit a sore spot with Joel.  “I haven’t been with anyone special since February.  Thanks again.”


	*****


	Energetically, Gail kneaded the dough for friendship bread as she listened to her grandmother’s friend Saloma Troyer, visiting, in the next room.


	“How are the Meiers holding up?”


	“The Meiers are going to be remodeling, as the Englishers say, and then their basement will be used to store only canned goods. No good furniture, no good fabrics,” said Saloma. “Might always flood again.”


	Martha sighed. “ I never thought a day would come when I’d consider doing away with the quilting room.  Quilting is just such pleasure.”


	“Oh, don’t do away with the activity, just the room. You just need to store enough fabric to work on one thing at a time.  Then you buy more when you need more.” 


	Gail walked into the room just in time to see Saloma reach out and give Martha’s sprained hand a light tap.   She gasped and Martha laughed at her chagrined expression.  “Didn’t hurt too bad.  She is just checking to see that I am not faking my injury.”


	She seemed lighthearted and easy now, but last night, she had woken, whimpering, and then sat up for over an hour, reading Psalm 23 in her high-German Bible.  Gail had rubbed her shoulders with a calming blend of oils but realized soon enough, that there wasn’t much she could do.


	 “Mommi and I want to go on a buggy trip,” she said, as a way of changing conversation. “To the start of the city, as far as the buggies go. We can spend the day there, can’t we, mommi?” Then as the idea occurred to her, she added, “I heard that those town churches have pretty music and we might just visit Sunday morning.”


	Saloma inclined her head. “I don’t know how the Bishop will view that.  But I will mention it to him and see what he says. I’ll do you that favor.”


	“Naturally, Saloma, you will do that for us,” Martha said, exchanging amused looks with Gail, “How very kind of you.”


	Saloma spent the day, as was her habit. Normally, Gail found her presence grating.  But today, her spice and bounce was refreshing. She made Martha take notice of the world outside.  


	As the day wore on, they finally decided to walk over in the evening to see a fourteen-day-old baby born two weeks ago at the Holts.


	 “Are you coming, Gail?”


	“Nope.”  Gail decided she’d use the time to wash her waist-length dark hair and write a letter or two.


	“I thought you liked babies, being a midwife back in your town,” Saloma Troyer said. 


	“I like helping bring them to life,” Gail said frankly. “I like their hearty cry, the hustle and bustle and making the mam comfortable.  Keeping things under control.   After that...it is all kind of dull.”


	While driving to Hope Mills for the delivery, Joel tried to get his mind off the mysterious key.  It hardly mattered now whether nana had brought the key from the Amish community or not.  She had lived a fine life full of vivid experiences and worthy contributions, but she had also died from an aggressive form of cancer last year, and even thinking about her brought back all the memories he would much rather block.


	He used his moment at a red light to call Martin’s mother and put the phone to his ear.


	“Hello?” It was Martin’s voice on the phone. “Joel?  I’m watching a documentary on The Great Locomotive Chase.”  This was Martin’s area of interest, historical trains and railroads, reasons they were built, the kind of people who had built them…Joel generally tried to listen to the train trivia patiently and not space out, but that in itself, was a challenge.  


	“Hey, bud, is your mom there?  I need to rework some of our weekly hangouts.”


	“Oh that?  We won’t be hanging out, Joel.  Not this summer.”  Martin spoke in the flat tone that was customary for him.  He did not sound upset, but Joel knew that meant little.  Sometimes, Martin could be difficult to read.


	“Are you…are you going somewhere then?”


	“Mom is sending me to New Mexico to stay with dad for the summer.  Going to hate it.  I know I’m going to hate it.”


	“Why?”


	“Because dad hates me.  Think he will actually do entertaining stuff with me?  Not a chance.” Now Joel heard the tension behind the boy’s monotone.


	He hesitated.  A hug would have been in order if he was physically present but over the phone…all he could do was say, “Want me to see you off on your flight?”


	“Mom’s trying to find a flight for Thursday because dad changed his plans last minute.  It’s all stupid.”


	“I will drive with you to the airport, see you off, if Terrence lets me off work.”


	“Sure,” Martin said.  “You know that they had a civilian in charge of The Great Locomotive Chase even though it was really a military job.”


	“That’s pretty cool,” Joel said.  “Well, I’ll talk to you later, buddy.”


	It was beginning to rain.  The landscape changed from highway to small houses and quiet roads.  Road signs began to appear with symbols of horses and buggies.  Joel wondered if it would make sense to take advantage of his being here to ask some questions. 


	*****


	Crash! 


	Gail, who had just finished towel-drying her hair, glanced at the window. It was already dark.  Would mommi be all right if it started to storm while she was at the Holts?  She wasn’t going to be alone, of course, but she had been having that recurring nightmare about a wave for weeks.  Would she be anxious about another flooding episode?


	She put on a fresh blue frock, and deliberated starting a load of laundry on the wringer washer. As was often the case, she was restless to either be doing productive things, or to be learning new facts.  Laundry would be good but she wasn’t sure it would be dry enough outside to hang it on the clothesline.  Finally, she decided to wait.  She felt slightly unsettled, thinking about mommi. 


	     Slowly she walked downstairs, holding up a flashlight to orient her the darkened living room.  It would take a few minutes for her to find where mommi kept her kerosene lamps. Suddenly, a shadow flickered and filled in behind the white shades of the large window.  It was a large shadow of a man.  


	How long had it been there?


	Gail acted instantly, drawing the shades while shouting, “Stop!  Who is it?”


	And the thunder crashed again. 


	The man pulled off his cap that read Manna from Heaven Employee as the rain poured down his face and dark hair. “Delivery,” he said, then added with a chuckle, “Don’t shoot.”


	*****


	Once the Amish girl realized that there was nothing to fear, she apologized. Joel studied her, as he stood under the sloping brown roof and handed over the delivery form for her to sign.  She was fairly tall, with large brown eyes, damp dark hair thrown over her left shoulder and a handshake that surprised him with her strength.  She wore a dark blue dress.


	“You see,” she said, looking directly at him. “It seemed as if you had been standing there for a while and that felt a little suspicious.”


	Joel felt his neck begin to heat up. “Well, actually, I have been standing here for a good ten minutes. I...uh...I was hoping that I could not only deliver the stuff but also ask…uh…Mrs. Steiber…some questions, so I thought I’d wait. The lights were off. My standing there did seem sort of creepy, I suppose, but I did not know there was anyone in the house.”


	“She is not home,” said the girl. “I am Abigail, her granddaughter.  Most call me Gail.”       


	“I’m sorry,” Joel said. “It’s just that I used to know a lady, Deborah, who used to live here in Hope Mills, when she was very young. Her maiden name was Shetler. She was about the same generation, so I thought I’d ask your grandmother if there were any stories about her that were worth telling.”  


	Gail’s steady eyes still held his gaze.  


	“I am afraid I cannot invite you in, but I would not like you to get soaked either.  You can wait for her here under the rooftop.”


	“Thank you.” 


	Gail was examining the delivery package.  “She never told me about ordering these,” she muttered.  She pulled out her wallet and counted out the money.  “I’ve got the bills here. Are dimes and nickels all right for the 83 cents?”


	“If you can toss them to me, I’ll even catch them with my elbow.”


	Gail glanced up to see if he was serious.  His smile was good-natured, as he stood there, half under the roof and half in the rain.


	“That is impressive,” she said, in an equally teasing tone.


	A few minutes passed.  Gail took to mopping the front steps, pushing the excess water to the road.  Joel thought about reaching for his cell phone but found it a struggle to look away from the girl.  


	“I’m really sorry I cannot invite you in,” she said.   


	“No need.” Joel smiled again.  “Nice to have some rain after the dryness and the heat, huh?” 


	But Gail’s gaze was directed at the path that was visible through the window. “Mommi.”


	She rushed to meet the two elderly women, wading through the puddles, under a brown umbrella.  


	Saloma was chattering as usual, holding the umbrella, while Martha was holding a cardboard container with her non-sprained arm.  “Come, Gail, help me get this into the house.”


	Martha rushed past her visitor without saying a word and began cutting open the cardboard box.  “Oh, do not let it be damaged.”


	Inside the box, was a well-used sewing machine, similar to the one that had been destroyed by the flooding in the basement. 


	“Why would it be damaged?” Gail asked Saloma.


	“The wind yanked the box right out of her hands as we were walking.  We had to pick it up out of the mud.”


	Martha was already sitting down and placing a piece of quilting fabric under the little needle of machine.  Ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch came the sound.  


	“It works,” Martha said, relieved.  


	Gail reached over to brush some wet leaves off her shoulders.  “Of course, it does, mommi.  Now, go put on something dry.  Wet clothes and pneumonia are fast friends.”


	For the first time, Martha seemed to notice Joel.  “Anything I can do for you, young man?”


	Behind Martha, he could see Gail scowl, her arms folded. Clearly, she wanted her grandmother to relax and prepare for bed, not welcome a stranger and entertain him with stories of a troubled Amish girl who once ran away, a long time ago.


	He got the hint. “I delivered your package and I hope that you’ll call from the bishop’s phone line if anything is not right with the order. Good night.”


	He then waded through the mud towards his car.  With the weather and the darkness, it might take a bit longer than an hour to drive back.  First, he would regroup a bit.  Settling in, he pulled out some leftover iced coffee (which was rapidly growing warm) and turned on a guitar melody.  Just as he’d gotten comfortable, he heard a sharp tap on the window.


	“Englisher!”


	Joel opened his eyes. It was the other woman, the one with the brown umbrella.  He rolled down the window.


	“Do you need a place to wait until the rain stops, Englisher?  I can whip up a macaroni salad and a cup of tea. It’s a bit dangerous out here at this time. “ The woman smiled.  “Name’s Saloma.”


	Joel was moved by her offer.  “Thanks but I just needed five minutes or so.  Although...maybe you can help me in a different way.  He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out his grandmother’s photo from about fifteen years ago.  He knew the age difference would be significant but maybe she’d remember.  “She left this community many years ago and looked much younger.  Still…”
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