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“Ready?” Dora flipped down the safety visor. She settled herself, straddling the boiler of the dormant steam engine, and leaned forward so that she could reach the bolt she was working on. Titch, her junior engineer, flipped his own visor down and moved down the metal steps, out of the way. He pulled out his mobile phone as he went. Dora shook her head. Everything went on Instagram these days. She didn’t mind, really. She’d asked him not to include her face in any of his pics, and he had carefully honoured that, so she didn’t object to him taking photos of her working wearing a face shield.

Once he was clear, she flicked on the welding torch. Years of practice meant that she could do the spot weld quickly, with minimal fuss. She turned the torch off and checked the bolt she had just sealed in. That looked good. Putting the torch safely away, she flipped the visor back up. 

From her vantage point, she could see the whole of the engine shed. It wasn’t often she got to see the engines from this angle. They were usually towering above her, or, more often, directly above her while she worked in the pit underneath. She usually saw them as machinery that needed fixing and it was nice to just admire them from time to time and remember why she loved this job. 

Gwen, the engine she was working on, was red. Across the way was the green engine, Arthur. Keeping the engines maintained kept her busy. At the moment, Gwen was in for minor repairs and Arthur was waiting for a new part. 

She had first started working around trains whilst in primary school, when her dad had taken her along as a volunteer on a local small railway. It was there that she discovered her natural aptitude for fixing machines. She gave the metal beneath her an affectionate rub. Sometimes it was hard to believe that she got paid to do this. 

Now that everything had cooled, she could check the weld properly. The silver grey was a little at odds with the red metal around it. She would have to get someone to patch up the colour. 

“Dora.” She turned her head to see Old Andy, the engine shed manager, hurrying towards her, looking harassed. Dora straightened up.

“If you’ve got a minute, can you come with us to see the gaffer? He’s in the office.” 

“Sure. One second.” Dora leaned down and said to Titch, “Can you take over?” 

She clambered down. “Is everything okay?”

Old Andy didn’t answer. He looked up at the engine and put a hand on it. “She alright?” he said.

Gwen the steam engine gleamed under the ceiling lights. While she had been waiting for the spare parts to arrive, she had been lovingly cleaned and polished. 

“We’re nearly done,” she said. “She’ll be ready to run in a couple of days. Probably.”

They walked across the busy shed floor. With both engines being worked on there was a percussive cacophony of bangs and clangs. Christmas jingles on the radio mixed with the sound of conversation and laughter in between. 

“Gaffer’s in a mood,” said Old Andy. “He’s getting a bit anxious about Christmas week.” Old Andy was looking uncharacteristically flustered himself. His weatherbeaten features were set in a frown rather than the usual smile. It must be bad. Dora felt the first stirrings of real worry. The threat of the railway closing down and her being made redundant had always been a possibility. In the past it had been a minor worry – after all, she had always been ready to move on. But now, just a day after she’d decided to settle here, it suddenly felt like a much bigger deal.

Dora followed him up the echoey metal steps that led to the small suite of offices. Jeff, the station manager, a wiry middle-aged man who looked like he ran on stress and coffee, was looking out of the tinsel-lined window at the busy engine shed. 

“How is she?” he asked when Dora entered. She knew he was asking about Gwen. 

Dora repeated her report on the engine. Jeff nodded and sighed. “Sit down,” he said. “Please.”

Old Andy’s office was not big. Jeff sat in Andy’s chair. Andy took the chair opposite and Dora leaned against the filing cabinet, which had a tiny plastic Christmas tree balanced on top of it. She had to list awkwardly to the side to avoid getting the spiky branches in her hair. Jeff did look worried, but then, as far as Dora could remember, he always looked worried.

Jeff leaned his forearms on the desk, hands clasped. “I don’t need to tell you how important it is that the engines are both running next week.”

“Gwen will be,” said Dora, with certainty she didn’t feel. “If Arthur’s new axle arrives in time, then Arthur will be too.”

“Why don’t we have spares? Don’t we normally?”

“We were told not to order more big parts unless absolutely necessary, remember?” Dora said, calmly. “Because of the budget being tight.” If they wanted to save money, they had to trade off against time. She didn’t bother pointing this out again. 

“Oh yes. Right.” Jeff rubbed his thumb across his forehead. “The thing is,” he said. “We need this Christmas week to bring the money in or we’ll have a really difficult conversation with the board in January.”

The railway was always close to the wire. Was this any worse than usual? Dora looked at Old Andy, who shrugged one shoulder. Jeff noticed. 

“It’s not like usual,” he said. “We’ve been running over budget for a few months now and the board is starting to panic. We ... might be looking at cuts or selling off one of the carriages.” 

Dora drew in a sharp breath. The railway was small and vintage carriages were precious. Besides, fewer carriages meant fewer passengers, which meant less income next year. It was the start of the spiral of decay.

Jeff said, “I really need to get those engines back on the rails. Both of them.”

“They will be,” said Old Andy, firmly. “We’ve never let you down before, have we?”

Jeff looked from one engineer to the other. He smiled. “No,” he said. “I suppose you haven’t.”

When Jeff had gone, Old Andy said, “What if we can’t?”

“We could get the diesel to pull one set of Christmas carriages ...?” Even as she said it, she knew that wouldn’t do. No one came to the heritage steam railway to ride in a carriage pulled by a diesel engine, even if it was a vintage one. The customers wanted steam trains. 

They would just have to get the engines in steam one way or another. Dora squared her shoulders. “The part for Arthur should arrive tomorrow or the day after. We’ll manage it.”

***
[image: ]


Inside, Dora finished her paperwork and went to the bathroom to clean herself up. The boiler suit protected her clothes, but the smut and grease from the engines got everywhere. She scrubbed her face and hands as best she could and gave her short hair a quick ruffle to check for bits of soot. She leaned closer to the mirror. Her hair needed colouring again, the blonde roots were showing under the bright orange dye. She added it to her mental list of things to do. She needed more moisturiser too. Cleaning your hands and face to get rid of grease and oil meant stripping it of all the good stuff as well. Her face was blotchy from where she’d rubbed a smudge off. 

The conversation from a few minutes ago nagged at her. If the railway closed, she would have to move on again. A profound sense of loss washed over her. She could have been happy here. She WAS happy here. But everything was going wrong, just like it always did. Whenever she found a job she loved, it was as though she was destined to lose it. It was so unfair.

She grabbed the boiler suit she’d just pulled off and marched out. 

The locker room wasn’t big, and Titch was already in it. Her other friend, Spider, was also there, making it feel crowded. When she’d first started working there, the only available locker had been at the far end. After seeing her, the only female employee in the engine shed, having to squeeze past some of the guys to get to it, her boss, Old Andy, had swapped lockers with her, taking the inconvenient locker at the end for himself and giving her the one nearest the door. With that one moment of thoughtfulness, Dora had realised that this was a place where she could be happy. So far there had been nothing to prove her wrong.

She looked over at ‘the lads’.Spider, who ran the carriage works, had black hair, brown skin and a laconic smile. He was scrolling on his phone, frowning. Titch was running a comb through his short blond hair. He was in his early twenties, but looked like a young choirboy. 

Titch was the youngest in the shed and was still in awe of Dora’s engine-fixing powers. His real name was Andrew. Nearly everyone ended up with a nickname here. Spider’s real name was Arjuna. Dora had escaped, partly because ‘Dora’ was a contraction of Isadora to begin with and, when she’d started, she was the only woman in the crew and was allowed to be different.

They left together in a group, calling their goodbyes to Old Andy, who was checking that the tool sheds were locked. There were three men called Andy who worked there. The shed manager, Old Andy, who was nearing sixty, Young Andy, who was only a few years younger and in his early fifties, and Titch, the youngest Andy, who still looked like a teenager. If they got any more Andys, they’d run out of nicknames.

The friends walked down the concreted path that ran alongside the track, towards the staff car park by the side of the station. The lights were still on on the platforms and Dora could see that the volunteers had been in, decorating for Christmas. The hanging baskets had holly and ivy trailing from them, making the red baubles that had been hung underneath look like fat, sparkly berries. The welcome billboard sported a poster with the words ‘Merry Christmas from the Brambleberry Line’ in old British Rail lettering curved over a picture of Gwen the engine steaming past snowy fields. Someone had framed the windows with tinsel and tiny lights. 

Dora felt a bubble of excitement rise in her chest. Christmas was always a special time, something she’d always loved. She started humming ‘It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas’.

An icy wind whipped past them, making Dora pull her hat down further to cover her ears. Yep. It was definitely feeling a lot like winter now. She fell into step between the men as they walked out of the station and down the hill towards the crossroads that was the centre of the village.

Dora frowned. “He said we need to get the engines back up and running by the time the season opens or we’re going to go bust.”

“He always says stuff like that,” Spider said.

She shook her head. “I think it’s real this time. He was talking about having to sell one of the carriages.”

Now, Spider looked shocked. “Oh shit.” Spider loved the carriages in his care. 

“Well, we’ll just have to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Dora said, even though she had no idea how they’d manage it. 

They reached the crossroads. The main trunk road led out of the village. The road to the left led to the local pub. To the right was the little parade of shops that made up the core of the village. 

“Oh look, they’ve turned the Christmas lights on,” said Titch.

They stopped to admire them. The lights that were on the street lamps were stars and candles, same as every year. The shops had festooned their windows with Christmas displays, fake snow, twinkling lights, the works. The official village Christmas tree was back up the hill in front of the church, so the shops had clubbed together to sponsor another tree, which sat in a box in front of the Queen Victoria pub, dressed in twinkling yellow lights. It was so cold that everything was touched with frost, sprinkling a hint of glitter on everything.

Dora smiled. It was like living inside a Christmas card. She loved a bit of sparkle, but she was Dora, steam train engineer and general hard case, so she couldn’t very well say any of that out loud. “It’s nice, I guess,” she said. “Come on. I’m freezing.”

“You need a bit of fat on you, to keep you warm,” said Spider, who wasn’t exactly well covered himself.

“Speak for yourself,” said Dora.

“I’m not the one complaining about the cold.”

They turned away from the Christmassy street and went the other way, bickering gently. This road was narrower and less bright than the main street. They walked past the chip shop and the B & Bs until they went over the beck and reached the pub that took its name from it. The Beck was the locals’ pub. You got a few holidaymakers who came in for a drink, but most of them went to the bigger Queen Victoria, which had rooms and did a lovely Sunday roast. The Beck didn’t really do food, but they had an understanding with the Chinese takeaway next door so that you could phone in your order and get food delivered. If you said you were in The Beck, they included paper plates and plastic cutlery.

It was Titch’s turn to buy a round, so Dora looked for a place to sit while the boys went to the bar. Here, Christmas appeared as holly drawn on the notices and tinsel along the bar. A net of small LEDs glowed on the ceiling. A Christmas tree, resplendent in red and gold, made the far end of the pub brighter than it usually was. 

From the corner opposite the tree, someone waved. It was Scott, one of the volunteer ticket inspectors. She grinned and went over to join him. Scott had just moved in with Dora’s best friend, Poppy.

“Hello stranger,” she said. “What are you doing out of the love nest?” 

She peeled off her scarf and coat. She was fond of Scott, not least because he made Poppy happy. He looked happy too – nothing like the broken man who’d moved up from London earlier that year.

“Poppy’s got a work thing tonight, so I’m meeting Adam for a drink.”

She folded her coat and shoved it in a corner. “How’s Poppy’s new job? I haven’t seen her in ages.” She slid into the seat opposite him. The booth had seats on three sides around the table.

“I barely see her these days, she’s working so hard.” Scott started to tell her about the joys of moving in with Poppy, but was distracted when the door opened again. “Oh, here he is.” He raised his hand. 

Dora turned her head slowly, trying to appear casual. Adam. Six foot something of streamlined, sun-weathered muscle. She was really, really good at keeping colleagues and local people in the friend zone, apart from Adam. The sight of him did funny things to her. It always took her a few seconds to recover. She accidentally caught his eye and he smiled at her. She sniffed and looked away.

Scott raised his eyebrows at her. “What’s he ever done to you?” he said. 

“What are you on about?” She wished she had a drink in front of her to fiddle with. She shrugged and picked up the menu from the Chinese restaurant that had been left on the next table and pretended to look at that instead. Her cheeks were warming with embarrassment, but she fought down the urge to fan herself.

“You obviously don’t like him. You’re not like that with anyone else, so he must have offended you somehow.” Scott folded his arms and studied her.

“What? I don’t dislike him. He’s fine. He’s just ... he’s just Adam. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Okay, she was babbling now. She had to shut up before Scott got suspicious. She shot him a glance.

Scott was staring at her through narrowed eyes. “Hmm ...” he said, slowly. “I hate it when she’s right.”

That didn’t sound good. “What?”

He unfolded his arms and leaned forward. “Poppy has this theory that you like Adam. But you don’t want to. So you’re mean to him instead.” He shook his head. “She’s right, isn’t she? I scoffed when she said it, but you’re all ...” He waved his hands at her.

“I’m all what?”

“Flustered,” he said. “Which means she’s right.” He took a swig of his drink and sighed. “She’s going to be insufferable when she finds out.”

That was so close to the truth it hurt. She was going to kill Poppy. She hadn’t even told her, and she’d figured it out. Ugh. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. “Just because you’re all loved up, doesn’t mean that everyone else has to be too.”

***
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Adam went to the bar to get himself a beer. Titch, putting his wallet away, stopped to say hello. 

“You staying?” he said. 

“Just for one,” said Adam. “I’ll come join you when I’ve got a drink.” He should really have driven straight home after his long drive, but he needed a moment to unwind first.

He watched Titch walk back to where Scott was sitting. It was nice to see his friend happy and settled, not least because Adam could stop worrying about him now. 

The group shifted around the table to make room for Titch, and Adam saw Dora glowering. For once her scowl wasn’t directed at him. He drew a fortifying breath. Dora didn’t like him much. He wasn’t sure what he’d done to warrant it. 

Maybe he had inadvertently offended her by asking her out that one time. He’d tried to apologise, but she’d shut him down every time. They couldn’t avoid each other, since they shared a friendship group. So they’d reached this impasse, where she was civil but distant to him, and he stopped trying to find out why.

He paid for his Coke and shot another glance at Dora, who was busy chatting to Spider now. It was a shame she hated him, really, because he thought she was amazing. He had seen her clambering around those massive machines and it filled him with awe. From what he’d heard, she was very good at her job. She’d have to be to hold her own in such a male-dominated profession. 

She was also quite attractive. At first glance, all you saw was the brightly coloured spiky hair, the chunky jumpers and the propensity to wear unflattering dungarees, but if you took the time to notice, you saw the clear grey eyes, the cheekbones, the titillating mischief in her smile. Not that she smiled at him. Oh no. 

“Evening.” He pulled up a stool and sat next to Spider. “How are we all today?” He exchanged greetings of various degrees of warmth with everyone. Dora merely nodded to him and he nodded back.

“So,” he said, with a heartiness he didn’t quite feel. “What did I miss?”

“Titch met someone,” said Spider. “A guy this time.”

They made idle chit-chat, teasing Titch about his latest conquest, and Adam slowly relaxed. He knew so many people who worked at the railway, that he felt quite at home there. Besides, no one was a stranger in the village. Poppy and Spider had been in school with him, Dora rented a cottage from him. He didn’t often go out to the pub, but when he did, it was usually with these guys ... mainly because they were often in the pub. It was nice to take some time away from his troubles occasionally.

“How about you?” said Spider, looking at him. “How’s it going with the barn conversion?”

“We’re open for business. Finally,” Adam said. This prompted a small cheer around the table. 

“We’ve only got them booked for a week each, at the moment,” Adam continued. One of the things he’d done in London was to make contact with some old colleagues to see if he could get some cheap advertising. “Hopefully, there’ll be more to follow.” 

Titch said, “Do you want me to pop up and take a few photos to put on Instagram?”

Spider rolled his eyes. “Hark at you, the social media influencer.” 

“Well it can’t hurt, can it?” said Titch. He turned to Adam. “I don’t have many followers, but the few there are are keen on steam trains, so they might want a holiday place near the trains for the weekend.”

“That’d be great, Titch. Thank you,” said Adam. “Anything you could do to spread the word would be useful. I need these barns earning. The work overrunning meant we missed the whole holiday season this year.” And they were behind on the loan repayments, but he didn’t need to share that particular bit of information. “Thank you.”

“I’ll come up at the weekend and take some photos.” Titch gave Spider a triumphant glare. “See. It’s not a waste of time.”

“I didn’t say it was,” said Spider. He turned to Adam. “Did I say it was a waste of time?”

Adam laughed and raised his hands in front of him. “You leave me out of it.”

The other two carried on arguing. Scott asked, “How’s your dad? Is he happier now that he can see what you intended?” 

Adam shrugged. So much for not thinking about his troubles. “Not really. He still thinks I’m betraying the farming profession and selling out to the tourists. It was bad enough when I bought the railway cottage and rented it out. That was my money. This is farm money.”

“I, for one, am grateful that you bought the railway cottage,” said Dora. She was looking at her pint, but she was talking to him. That was progress.

“To be honest, I think if it hadn’t been the fact that you’re a good tenant and part of the village, Dad would never have allowed me near the farm buildings.” He tried to catch her eye. 

She shrugged. “It’s convenient and your dad’s a good landlord.”

Technically, Adam was the landlord, but he let that pass. He and his dad took turns to go and sort out any issues with the place anyway. Not that there were many. One of the best things about having an engineer for a tenant was that she tended to call and ask for permission to fix stuff herself, rather than ask them to do it.

“Ah well,” said Spider. “You know what you’re doing. Your dad will come round.”

Adam frowned and took a gulp of his beer. His dad didn’t think he knew what he was doing. It was infuriating. He put his glass down and breathed out. “I don’t want to talk about my sad life. How are things going with the Christmas Express? I’ve put my name down to volunteer during the week.”

“What do you think Michelle will have you do this year?” said Titch. “World’s tallest elf again?”

Adam laughed. “No idea. Hopefully, she won’t have me on the platform serving mince pies again. That was cold, cold work.” He took a sip of his drink. “Do you lot get to choose what you do?”

Spider snorted. “What do you think?”

“We can always say no when she asks us,” Dora said, looking at the Chinese takeaway menu. She really did go to great lengths not to look at him. 

Spider and Titch both shook their heads. 

Dora sighed. “No. I suppose we can’t.”
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After one drink, Dora decided it was time for her to go home. Otherwise she would waste the entire evening talking about nothing in particular with the guys and then end up eating takeaway food again. Sure enough, Spider said, “Are we ordering Chinese then?”

“Good idea,” said Adam. “I’m starving.”

Scott laughed. “You always are.”

Dora finished her drink and announced she was leaving.

“I can give you a lift home and come back, if you like,” Adam said. 

Dora froze, just for a second, while she shot down the mad urge to say yes. “No. I’m okay, thanks,” she said. “Very kind of you, though.”

Adam shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 

He looked away from her and Dora relaxed a little. She had to stop doing that. If Scott noticed, other people were going to notice too. She wrapped the scarf tightly around her neck. She could do without her body betraying her like this.

“I’ll see you guys later,” she said. 

She trudged back towards the village centre. Even with her coat buttoned up and hat pulled low over her ears, it was cold. The wind was getting up, too. It whipped around her, slapping the cold in her face. 

The terrace of railway cottages was a few minutes’ walk from the station. The cottages had originally been built as homes for the people who worked in the railway. They were tiny houses, which must have been horribly cramped for a whole family. They were, however, ideal for one person to live in comfortably. 

Dora’s house was one of a row of five. Apart from the house immediately to the left, the others were owned by people who either only came up for weekends and holidays or who rented the house out to tourists. Even though Dora wasn’t local, the fact that she lived there the whole year round made her almost as good in the eyes of her neighbours. She let herself in, locked the door and leaned against it. Aaah. Heat. Warmth wrapped itself gently around her. She removed the layers and shook the cold off herself before heading into the living room.

The house had come furnished with standard IKEA fare, but Dora had added throws and cushions to soften it up. Her daytimes were spent in overalls, bantering with blokes and fixing heavy machinery. It was nice to take a break from the blokeyness at home. Her Christmas decorations were already up and she’d cleared a space for her tree. 

She flicked on the fairy lights that were intertwined with the chain of tiny reindeers and smiled at the lovely glow. She needed to get the tree. She didn’t normally bother, because she wasn’t there to see it on Christmas Day. But this year, her parents were off on a cruise, so she was spending Christmas here in Burton Cavanby. If she was going to be here for Christmas, then she would damn well get herself a tree. A real one that smelled of Christmas.

That was a job for when she next had a day off. Since they worked most weekends at this time of year, she and the rest of the crew had staggered days off during the week in lieu. 

Dropping onto the sofa, she pulled off her heavy work boots. She wriggled her toes. Aaah. That was better. There was something about changing your shoes that put you in a completely different frame of mind. Bath and food and then she could settle down in front of the telly with a glass of wine. It was a pity Poppy was busy, otherwise she’d have invited her over to help with the wine.

Half an hour later, Dora stood in her kitchen, dressed in her unicorn-print pyjamas and fluffy dressing gown, waiting for the pasta to cook. 

The wind screamed outside. Somehow it seemed louder here, at the back of the house. She peered out of the back window. The old tree in the garden was whipping around. This close to the window, she could hear the branches creaking. Poor tree. She was quite fond of it, even if it did make the garden a little dark in the winter. She watched the branches thrash about for a few seconds. She must remind Adam and his dad about cutting it back again.

The wind threw a squall of sleet against the window. Dora shuddered. They did winter properly up here with snow and sleet and hail all over the place. And the wind! The wind could surgically unpick the stitching in your jacket to get to you. It had a mind of its own.

And yet, she wouldn’t change it for the world. She had a lovely house, where she was warm and cosy. 

She ate her bowl of pasta in the living room, sitting in front of the TV. Then she wrapped the lovely patchwork blanket, a gift from Poppy, around herself and watched Midsomer Murders whilst sipping a glass of red. Some days, this felt like perfection. 

She let the thought sit for a moment before cautiously examining it. She did like it here in Burton Cavanby. Since the trouble at her last job, she had taken to saving part of her salary so that she had an emergency fund in case she found herself unemployed again. As time went on, it was looking less and less likely that she would need to run away from here. She had a job she loved, friends who accepted her as she was and she finally felt safe. Maybe it was time to stop thinking about running away and think about staying instead. For a second, Adam popped into her head. No. That wasn’t likely. She really couldn’t afford to fall for him properly. But at least he’d be around to admire from afar. She smiled to herself. Burton Cavanby had a lot of attractions. 

Rather than put it off any further, she fetched her laptop. Were there any houses or flats in or around Burton Cavanby that she could afford? She clicked her tongue. It would be a stretch, but it wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility. She had a modest deposit and steady salary, so she could get a mortgage. By the time she closed her laptop, she had already decided. Next year, she would start looking for a house. 

At some point, she must have drifted off. 

She was woken up by an almighty crash. Whatever it was, the impact was huge because the whole house shook. The lights went out. Dora instinctively curled into a ball and covered her head, too surprised to even scream. Her heart raced. There were a few smaller crashes and thuds. 

Finally, they stopped. The wind seemed louder than before. 

Dora cautiously uncurled herself. Fear galloped through her veins. Her pulse roared in her ears. It was pitch dark inside the house now. Okay. Something had happened. She needed to find out what. 

She groped around until she found her phone and used its light to guide her into the kitchen, where she kept a flashlight. There was a crack across the glass on the back door. Shining the torch through the window, she could see the tree, leaning against the house. Oh no no no no no. That looked bad. She forced herself to breathe slowly. Now was not the time to panic. She was an engineer who worked with very dangerous machines every day. She could handle a tree. 

Breathing carefully, she assessed the situation, just as she would a problem at work. Okay. The tree had fallen onto the house. That would explain the crash. What now? She herself was okay. The house was creaking, but it didn’t sound as bad as before, so it wasn’t going to collapse around her. Probably. 

She shuddered and went back into the hall, careful to close the door to the living room behind her, and slipped her feet into her work boots. The wind was blowing down the stairs, sucking the warmth out. That wasn’t a good sign. Her breath came out in puffs and condensed in the air. She shivered. Her pyjamas weren’t up to protecting her from the cold now, so she slipped on her coat and hat too. Then she went cautiously upstairs. 

The top of one of the bigger branches of the tree had fallen onto her bedroom, leaving a hole where the roof once was. The impact had taken the window out too. A heavy branch lay across her bed, part of it snapped off where it hit the wall. Thank goodness she hadn’t been in bed. That would have killed her. 

The sight of the devastation helped her focus. Feeling oddly calm now, she did a quick scan of the room and pulled her phone charger out of the debris. The sleet was steadily drenching everything. She needed to find a way to cover up her books and clothes. 

She peered into the second bedroom, which had a bed that was buried under boxes of stuff. No damage there. Thank goodness. 

She went back downstairs. She was okay, but she should check on her neighbours. The Martins were elderly. They might have been injured. 

They must have had the same idea because she met Mr Martin by the gate. “Are you okay, love?” he said.

“I’m okay,” she said. It was so cold. The last of the warmth had drained away and despite her coat, she was freezing. She clenched her teeth to stop them chattering. “My bedroom is totalled, though. Is your house okay?” 

“I think we’ve lost a few tiles and the bedroom window, but otherwise, not too bad,” he said. “Looks like you got the worst of it.” 

His wife called from her front door. “Do you want to come in here with us, love?”

Dora gratefully accepted. Numbly, she followed Mr Martin into their darkened living room. They had a small LED hurricane lamp in the middle of the room, which made their cosy living room look stark. “I’m going to go tape a blanket over the window,” said Mr Martin. 

“I’ll help,” Dora said. She recognised this feeling of numbness. She was still in shock. Her real response was looming, but for now, it was at bay. She had to keep busy. “Oh. I should phone my landlord.”

“It’s Billings Farm, isn’t it?” said Mrs Martin. “I’ll call them and let them know. Shall I call the police as well?”

“Better had,” said her husband. He fetched a roll of parcel tape and a blanket. 

Dora followed him upstairs, in a daze. She taped down the blanket, tearing the tape with her teeth, while Mr Martin held it in place. 

She went downstairs to ask for a bin bag and was helping clear up the worst of the glass in the Martins’ bedroom, when reinforcements arrived. She heard Adam’s voice. Of course it would be him who came and not Mr Billings senior. As if things weren’t difficult enough. She sighed and went down to meet him. 
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Adam pulled his hood up and shoved his hands in his pockets as he stood behind Dora while she opened the door. The breeze that hit him as soon as he entered the hallway told him that the damage was bad. 

“It’s mostly in my room,” she said, over her shoulder as she trudged up the stairs, flashlight lighting the way. On the landing, she took a deep breath as though she was bracing herself before she stepped into the room. He followed her in.

Holy crap. No wonder she had to brace herself. He shone the light on the bed, with the branch across it, and for a fleeting second felt physically ill at the thought of what would have happened if Dora had been in bed at the time. 

He looked at her. In the joint glow from the two flashlights, he could see her staring at the bed. Her eyes were wide and glassy. For the first time since he’d arrived he actually noticed details about her. The hair plastered to her face, the wet pyjamas that flapped over her steel toe-capped work boots, the over-wide eyes, the blank expression. Adam knew a person in crisis when he saw one. Dora was only just holding it together. This was her home. All the things that were getting steadily ruined were her possessions. There was only one thing he could do to help. He took charge.

“Dora,” he said, firmly. 

She turned her head, but her eyes didn’t leave the sight of the branch on the bed. “Hm?”

“The first thing we have to do is prevent as much further damage as we can. I have some tarps in the truck. Is there anything delicate that you need to move out of this room? Everything else, we’ll cover up. Okay?”

There was a tiny pause, then her body seemed to snap to attention. “Yes. Good idea,” she said. “I’ll start moving stuff.”

“You might want to grab some clothes and things to take,” he said. “You can’t stay here overnight.”

“On it,” she said. She brushed past him. “I’ll get bin bags.”

While she thumped down the stairs, he played the flashlight over the room. Branches aside, there were bits of roof tile, brick, glass and building debris everywhere. Shit. This was going to be expensive.

They worked steadily. Adam covered the bed, easing the tarp under the branch and tucking it in so that it didn’t blow away. He and Dora covered the wardrobe too and Adam piled roof slates and whatever else he could find on top to weigh it down. He surveyed the carnage again. That would have to do until the morning. At least the sleet had stopped and the wind was dying down now.

He heard Dora moving around in the other room. She wasn’t saying anything. He had expected swearing and the lack of it was unnerving. He quickly texted his mother to tell her what was going on and said he was going to bring Dora back with him. 

The door to the other room was wide open, mainly because the room was now too full to shut the door properly. Dora was standing with her back to him, shoving things into a bin bag. 

He cleared his throat. She swung the flashlight across at him, momentarily blinding him.

Adam threw an arm up to shield his eyes. “I’ve arranged for you to come stay at the farmhouse tonight.”

He couldn’t see properly, but she didn’t object, so that must be a yes. “Can I help you with anything?”

Dora sighed, a heartfelt, sad sound. “I’m ready,” she said. “We can go now.”

“Is there anything valuable left here?” 

She started to shake her head, then stopped. “Yes,” she said. “Some important papers.”

“Best grab that.”

“It’s in the desk drawer.” She moved towards him. “Excuse me.” She went back into the ruined bedroom. He watched, fascinated, as she wriggled under the branch and crawled over to the desk. He would never have fit in that space, but Dora could. She pulled out a couple of folders and handed them to him. He crouched down to take them off her. She passed him a few more things. 

“Just shove them in the bin bag,” she said, before she began her careful crawl out. Adam took the paperwork into the other room and shoved it in the bag on top of what looked like clothes.

There was a shout of “Ow” followed by swearing. He rushed back to see. Dora had crawled out and was shining the light on her hand. “Cut myself,” she said, turning her hand to examine the bleeding cut. “Not too bad. Best wash it out though.” She walked past him and clattered down the stairs. He followed her and found her in the kitchen with her hand under the tap.

“First aid kit?” he asked. 

“On top of the fridge.”

He got it down and found a bandage. “Here. Let me.” He held her hand near the light and checked it for bits of glass or splinters. It looked clean and not too deep. He quickly covered the wound and bandaged it up. Her hands were rough and calloused, but they were also freezing cold. He looked up and realised that she was shivering.

“I think we’ve done all we can here,” he said. “Let’s get you somewhere warm.”

They fetched her bin bag of clothes and a backpack with her laptop in it and she clambered into the cab. He turned the engine on and the heater up to full blast while he went back to lock up and let the Martins know where he was taking her.

When he got back, she was sitting bolt upright, her hands tucked under the legs, seat belt on, teeth chattering. He felt a stab of alarm. The sooner he got her to his mother, the better.

Neither of them said anything as they drove through the silent village. The debris from the storm was everywhere, fallen fences, bits of tree on the road, bins overturned and the contents blown everywhere. The family farm overlooked the railway line, but it was a few miles from the station by road. 

“Are you warming up?” he asked her.

She made a sound that could have been anything. 

“We’ll get you to the farm and my mum will have a hot drink waiting,” he said. “We’ll get someone to cut up the tree and get the roof patched up. It’ll be okay.”

This time the noise was definitely a snort.

“It will,” he said. “Trust me.”

Dora gave him some side eye and turned her head away to look out of the window.

Adam sighed. Rude. He was only trying to help.
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​Chapter 3
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By the time the truck bounced into the farmyard, Dora had almost stopped shivering. It was windy again, but nowhere near as bad as before. Every so often sleet would splatter against the windscreen. Adam pulled up outside a two-storey house, where the downstairs lights were glowing invitingly in the dark. 

Dora let herself out of the truck just as Adam came round to help her. “I’m okay,” she said, even though she didn’t feel it. The look he gave her in return was so concerned that she softened a fraction. “Thank you,” she added, quietly.

He muttered something that sounded like, “Now I know it’s bad.” He reached around her and grabbed the bin bag full of her stuff from the cab. 

The door opened and a woman stood silhouetted against the light. She appeared to be wearing pyjamas, an oversized cardigan and wellies. “Come in, come in.”

Dora was ushered into the kitchen through what turned out to be the side door, and hustled into a chair by an Aga. Before she fully understood what was happening, she had been encouraged to shed her coat, wrapped up in a thick blanket that was already warmed and given a hot chocolate. 

“That’ll warm you up,” said Adam’s mother. “I’m Nessa, by the way. We’ve met at the summer fete a few times.”

Dora nodded. “I remember.” She took a sip of the hot chocolate, which was thick, sweet and, most importantly, hot
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