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      Countryside Life wasn’t the magazine Julia Adams would have chosen given a little more time, but it had been closest to the tills and therefore would have to do.

      She had made the train, though. That was the important thing.

      As the two-carriage commuter trundled out of Brentwell Station, Julia allowed herself to relax, leaning against the window as lines of houses passed by, the first flutters of an early snow flicking against the glass, where the flakes melted and combined into little streamers to be buffeted sideways by the wind as the train picked up speed.

      She would be home soon. Her parents would be there, and perhaps her sister’s family would already have arrived. Once the initial jokes about her showing up alone yet again were out of the way, Julia would enjoy eating and drinking herself silly, playing games with her nieces and nephews—two of each last year, but it wasn’t impossible that number five could show up over Christmas—and watching too much bad Christmas television.

      She sighed. So nice to have two weeks off work. Mary next door was looking after Mittens, her cat, and promised to go in and check that none of the pipes had burst if the big freeze the weather forecast had mentioned actually happened. She had noticed the local bookies offering pretty good odds on “Will it actually snow this Christmas?” on a signboard outside the shop, but even though Julia was expecting the usual rain in Olive Hill, had she been a gambler she might have been tempted with a flutter.

      Instead, she contented herself with flicking through the pages of Countryside Life dreaming of kitchens, living rooms and bathrooms that she would never be able to afford.

      Twenty minutes later, the train came to a stop in Willow River, where about half the passengers disembarked. Out on the platform, snuggly dressed relatives and loved ones came forward with open arms to greet the alightees, patting shoulders, offering warm embraces, taking suitcases and leaning inwards in that way where any conversation was welcome, even a boring monologue about the train journey from Brentwell.

      Julia smiled. It was what the Christmas holidays were all about. Perhaps Mum and Dad would be waiting at the station when she got to Olive Hill? It was only a short walk and Becky would have passed off her clan for Barbie marathons and games of Connect 4, so it wasn’t likely, but maybe, just maybe. Like they had in the old days, when she came back from university for a visit, waiting for her as though they hoped she’d never leave again.

      Which of course, she always had.

      A sudden wave of nostalgia washed over her, and she gave one of those awkward gasp sobs that was out before she could stop herself, as though a balloon stuck in her throat had decided to set itself free. A young man sitting in a window seat further up the train looked up from a newspaper and gave her a frown and a forgiving smile, while a boy playing a Nintendo Switch in the seat across the aisle stifled a snigger and turned to stare pointedly out of the window. Julia smiled back at the man and forced a fake cough to try to cover it, but there was no denying how she felt.

      Nearly thirty-five now, and time was moving on, slipping slowly past like the railway sleepers beneath the wheels of the train.

      Which ... now that she thought about it, weren’t moving all that fast.

      She glanced out of the window, wondering why they appeared to be going so slowly. They were going through a patch of farmland, but she barely recognised it now that the snow had picked up and covered everything in a blanket of white. It really was a blizzard, the like of which she hadn’t seen since she was a child. Perhaps it was global warming, even if that was a bit of an oxymoron, considering how chilly the carriage was getting.

      She climbed half out of her seat and looked up the carriage. Most of the seats were empty but a few kids were leaning against the windows, muttering vague threats about snowball fights and fort battles to come in the morning when the skies would likely have cleared and the school holidays were officially underway. A couple of parents ordered them to sit down, lower their voices, mind the other passengers.

      Julia had just sat back down when the train came to a grinding halt. The pneumatics hissed, and the rails gave a lazy squeal. A burst of loud static came from a speaker overhead, and then the driver’s voice said, ‘I do apologise for the delay. We’ll be moving again in a moment. Bear with us, please.’

      Further up the carriage, people were starting to speculate. Julia caught the eye of the young man in the window seat and he gave her a shrug and a quizzical shake of the head. The boy opposite, buried in his game, didn’t appear to notice the stoppage.

      Outside, the snow was dumping down.

      ‘Never seen nothing quite like this,’ said an old man about halfway up the carriage, standing up to make his pronouncement as though the carriage had suddenly transformed into a soapbox stage. ‘Not since sixty-three. Came down in buckets that year, as though someone up there was scooping the stuff. Thick as ice-cream, though didn’t taste quite the same.’

      ‘Dad, please sit down,’ came a woman’s voice, her identity hidden by the seats.

      ‘Couldn’t leave the village for a week that year,’ the man continued. ‘We kids didn’t want it to end. Went out there with shovels and built a barricade across the only road into the village. Silly old tractor went into a pond by mistake, thinking ‘twas the thoroughfare—’

      ‘Dad, you’ll start scaring people!’

      ‘Best Christmas ever. Built a big old bonfire in the village square and danced round it ‘til midnight. ‘Twas where I met your mother, ‘twas. Pub’s cellar was running empty … good times. We had all that cheering and stuff when the clock ticked round, and then we went back home for some sherries and a little cuddle up by the log fire—’

      ‘Dad, please!’

      ‘What happened, Grandad?’

      ‘Ah, best save that last bit for when you’s a little older,’ the old man said with a chuckle. ‘But your uncle showed up nine months later, and your mother a couple of years after that. Can’t beat the magic of a good snowstorm.’

      Julia smiled, but as she looked out of the window, she found her fingers tapping nervously on the armrest. While she had nothing against snow, the thought of getting stuck on a train overnight certainly didn’t appeal—

      With a lurch it began to move forward, and Julia let out a sigh of relief. The man in the window seat smiled and gave her a thumbs’ up. From the seats in front came a series of contrasting cheers and boos.

      ‘We apologise for the delay,’ came the driver’s voice through the speaker. ‘We’re currently ten minutes behind schedule. I can’t promise we’ll make that up in this weather, but we’re not expecting any more delays. Next stop, Bathwater, in twelve minutes.’

      Julia leaned back in her seat, a strange feeling washing over her. Hadn’t a part of her been excited about the thought of getting stuck? What would they all have done? She had a bottle of water and a packet of steak flavour McCoy’s in her bag, but other than that, nothing. Would the train’s heating have stayed on, or would it have got really cold? She glanced up at the young man further down the aisle. He was probably in or close to his thirties, and attractive enough that she could daydream about a romantic encounter. He was reading his newspaper again now. A Daily Express, she thought. What would Dad say that made him? A Liberal? A Conservative? Or had he, like she, just picked up whatever was closest as he ran for the train?

      She opened her copy of Countryside Life again, tilting it slightly so he would be able to see the title. Perhaps he would think she was an interior designer or an architect, rather than an insurance claims administrator, a job which, for the most part, involved tapping numbers into a screen all day long.

      When she glanced up again, he was not looking at her, but wore a slight smile. Perhaps he understood the game. Or perhaps he was looking at the jokes page.

      Did the Daily Express have a jokes page?

      Dad would have said something like, ‘That whole paper’s a joke.’ Or was that the Daily Mail?

      Outside the snow seemed even heavier than before. It was getting dark now, but she could only tell from the shadow that seemed to back the snowfall, as she could no longer see anything beyond the snow. They were coming up for Bathwater, a drab little place no one ever visited which was famous only for a pie factory, but the flat farmland that surrounded it was hidden behind the snow. Further up the train, the kids began to whoop as a sudden gust of wind turned the snowfall towards the train, buffeting the windows so hard it sounded like fingers drumming on the glass.

      ‘Bathwater,’ announced the driver. ‘Bathwater in two minutes.’

      Nearly home. Three more stops, she thought, although until her car had failed the MOT she had usually driven down from Brentwell. Fourteen years on since graduating, and she felt like a student again, just one who was still doing an entry level job and who couldn’t handle hangovers anymore.

      The train pulled in at Bathwater, and a couple of people got off, sighing as they did so, as though it were a regrettable chore. Then the train pulled out of the station again, leaving Bathwater behind. Olive Hill was much nicer, and the thought of being home made Julia smile, even if she would be inundated with game requests by her sister’s lot within seconds of walking through the door. Still, she had gone last Christmas unbeaten at Guess Who?, and had even once managed to beat her dad—a self-proclaimed master—at Jenga. However, the kids were growing up, and it wouldn’t be long before she could no longer pretend to miss easy wins at Connect 4 in order to give them a chance, and would find herself on the losing side. And once that happened, once she could no longer compete, what was the point? What was the point of coming home at all? Fifty and a spinster, whitewashed at memory games, always the one to make the Jenga tower fall, she might as well be in the ground already—

      The train’s brakes squealed, and she lurched forward, nearly headbutting the back of the seat in front.

      ‘My apologies,’ came the driver’s voice through the speaker. ‘Unfortunately, we’re hearing that a tree has fallen on the line up ahead. We’re coming into Birch Valley, which will be our final stop.’

      From near the front of the carriage came a cackle of laughter. ‘Told you, didn’t I?’ came the old man’s voice. ‘Not seen snow like this since fifty-five.’

      ‘I thought you said sixty-three, Grandad.’

      ‘Nah, lad, talking ‘bout one before that, ain’t I? Snow so piled up we were trapped in there for weeks. Power out, only a wind up wireless for company. So cold we had to huddle together for warmth. Your old Grandpa was just eighteen years old that time. First time I ever went with a—’

      ‘Dad!’

      The old man chuckled. The young man in the window seat smiled as he stared at his newspaper. Across the aisle, the boy playing the game groaned, rolled his eyes, and began to tap faster and faster.

      Birch Valley. Julia frowned. She didn’t realise the train stopped there, because it was nothing more than a cluster of houses hidden among a few trees. Hardly even worth giving a name, but admittedly she couldn’t remember ever going there. It was one of those places that you grow up knowing about, that’s just up the road or just over the hill, but you never get around to visit because you don’t know anyone who lives there, or its not on the road that you usually use. So even though it was no more than six miles from Olive Hill, she couldn’t ever remember passing through. It had a church, maybe, she thought. Perhaps a small lake, or a river, being a valley after all. Wasn’t there a tree farm?

      She pulled out her phone to send a message to her parents, just to let them know. Perhaps they would be able to come out and pick her up, or the rail company would put on a bus to take any remaining passengers back to their hometowns. Three more stops after Birch Valley, but one glance out of the window and she knew she had a problem.

      The snow was absolutely piling up. She could no longer see further than the edge of the rails where the light through the windows petered out, but it was piling up everywhere, drifting onto the tracks. They’d be lucky if they made it as far as Birch Valley. Perhaps they’d be stuck halfway there, buried in snow.

      To her frustration, the snow was blocking her phone reception. She managed to send a quick message—Mum, Dad, the train’s delayed—but her attempts to add some detail wouldn’t send, and she began to get a no signal message whenever she tried.

      The train began to slow down.

      ‘Now arriving in Birch Valley,’ the driver said through the speaker. ‘All passengers please alight here. If Birch Valley is not your destination, please proceed to the waiting room next to the ticket office. We regret that it appears onward transportation will not be available until the snow clears. However, we are doing our best to arrange local accommodation for the night. In the meantime, please gather for some complimentary hot chocolate and marshmallows.’ The children near the front of the carriage began to cheer. ‘And we apologise again. However, on behalf of the station master, I’d like to welcome you to Birch Valley. Hopefully your stay will be short, but there’s quite a storm going on, isn’t there?’
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      The train’s brakes gave a last tired squeal, followed by a hiss from further up the train and a little shudder as though the train itself was ready to take a break for the night. Julia copied the other passengers as they began to stand up and gather their belongings. To her disappointment, the young man with the newspaper had already headed to the doors between the two carriages, so perhaps he lived here in Birch Valley. She thought about surreptitiously following him, but the family with children had already bundled into the aisle and were getting their cases down from the luggage rail overhead. The boy opposite with the video game player had also got up and moved into the aisle, where he had decided to go through his rucksack, bent over with his back to Julia, leaving her with a less-than-pleasant view of his creased jeans bottom.

      ‘All passengers alight here,’ repeated the driver. ‘Please go to the waiting room on the platform. If you’re unsure where that is, look to the left when you get off the train, and look for the blue lettered sign. That’s your one.’

      Julia was last off the train, stepping over a pile of snow that had accumulated along the platform edge. A grey-haired man who looked far too old for his station master’s uniform was waving any passenger looking confused up the platform, a pair of orange gardening gloves that looked hastily found flecked with snowflakes. A couple of people tried to ask him about onward buses, but he just chuckled and nodded towards the ticket gates behind him where a few brave people were wading out into a snowy car park through snow drifts up to their knees.

      ‘Good luck with that,’ he said. ‘Couldn’t get a JCB through this.’

      About twenty people had gathered inside the small waiting room, about double its natural capacity. An electric heater was cranked to maximum power, but to supplement it an old paraffin heater had been dragged into the centre, on the top of which stood a large vat of bubbling hot chocolate.

      ‘Come on in and close the door,’ said a ruddy-faced balding man in a dirty chef’s hat. ‘Keep what little heat there is inside. Right, we’re about ready. Let’s get you lot warmed up.’

      Julia found herself squeezed into a corner between an old couple and a family with two young children. While the children seemed to be loving every moment of it—the boy tugging his father’s jacket to demand they make a snowman right now, and the girl stuffing marshmallows into her mouth quicker than she could swallow them so that she resembled a squirrel but with longer hair—the parents appeared less so. The mother was frantically typing messages on her phone while the ashen-faced father nervously deflected his son’s demands.

      ‘Okay, that one sent,’ the woman said. ‘Mrs. Jenkins said she should be able to slip next door and put Danny out before he pees on the floor. Apparently it’s not even snowing there. A few flakes, but mostly just slush.’

      ‘I need to do a reading,’ the old woman was saying, leaning against her husband’s shoulder. ‘I need to do one right now. This could be important. This could be the beginning of the apocalypse.’

      ‘Can I grab a hot chocolate first?’ the old man said. ‘Not right to die without a decent drink in my hand. I see that guy’s lacing the grown-ups’ with brandy.’

      ‘How can you think about alcohol at a moment like this?’

      ‘Well, the apocalypse might be round the corner, but so is Christmas,’ he said. ‘One thing at a time, eh?’

      ‘You’re such an unbeliever.’

      ‘I believe in Father Christmas.’

      The woman sighed. ‘Oh, Reginald. You’re a lost cause.’

      ‘Have you got one over there?’ the mother of the family asked Julia. ‘He’s asking if you’d like it straight or with spice?’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      The woman gave a tired smile as though she’d asked the question a dozen times before. ‘I think it must be local terminology. With or without brandy?’

      ‘Oh … without, please,’ Julia said. ‘Although I wouldn’t mind an extra marshmallow.’ She smiled. ‘Got to keep your strength up, haven’t you?’

      The woman chuckled as she took a paper cup of hot chocolate and passed it to Julia. ‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘Although I hope they’ll figure something out soon. Quite unexpected, wasn’t it?’

      Julia nodded. ‘The forecast said rain, didn’t it?’

      ‘Rain or sleet at worst. And what do we get? Two feet of snow.’

      ‘Could be three or four by morning,’ the husband said. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. Our part of Devon just turned into the Arctic.’

      ‘It’ll melt off quickly,’ the woman said.

      ‘And the flood will rise, and drown us all!’ intoned the old woman from nearby, her hands raised towards the waiting room roof.

      ‘Oh, Edwina, calm down,’ Reginald said. ‘Try some of this hot chocolate.’

      ‘Are you from round here?’ the woman asked Julia as Reginald took one of Edwina’s hands and closed her fingers around a paper cup of hot chocolate. ‘We’re from Plymouth. There was supposed to be a bus from Olive Hill, but I don’t think we’re going to make it now. My name’s Kelly, by the way. Kelly Wright. My husband is Colin, and the kids are Josh and Caitlin. We were only up in Brentwell for the pantomime matinee, since the Theatre Royal is closed for renovations this year. We thought it would be nice to take the train for a change.’

      ‘It was a good thing you didn’t drive,’ Julia said. ‘It would be a nightmare being stuck in this.’

      ‘For sure. Are you a local?’

      ‘Olive Hill. Two more stops and I was home. No idea how I’m going to get home now. I mean, it’s six miles by road. On a nice day I might walk it, but not with my suitcase, and certainly not in this snow.’

      ‘Best to sit tight, I think,’ Kelly said. ‘I mean, it wouldn’t be nice having to hunker down in here for the night, but at least it’s warm. And I’m sure that by tomorrow, the snow will have cleared and the trains will be running again.’

      ‘You reckon?’ Colin said, rubbing a circle in the mist on the window and peering out at the platform. ‘It’s still coming down. This room could end up our tomb if we’re not careful. I wonder if they have an upstairs?’

      ‘The apocalypse is upon us!’ wailed Edwina, as Reginald patted her on the shoulder and offered embarrassed smiles to anyone who looked around.

      ‘I recognise her from somewhere,’ Kelly said. ‘Isn’t she on the telly?’

      Colin leaned close. ‘That’s Edwina O’Fara. She’s the breakfast time horoscopes woman on BestBetter TV.’

      ‘BestBetter?’

      Colin shrugged. ‘It came free with our service but I cancelled it because it was rubbish. Josh was watching it one Saturday after you went to work, and she came on and made him cry.’

      ‘Well, don’t let him see her—’

      ‘Mum!’ Josh wailed suddenly, so predictably that even Julia could have foretold it. ‘That’s the scary woman off the telly! She said the whole village was going to fall into a pit of fire!’

      ‘Quick, get him some hot chocolate!’ Kelly hissed, as Colin steered Josh out of range. ‘But no brandy!’

      Luckily, Edwina, who had her eyes closed and was doing some kind of chant, hadn’t appeared to notice. Reginald mouthed, ‘Sorry!’ in a way that suggested it was a common occurrence.

      A sudden blown whistle cut off any further conversation, and everyone turned to look at the old station master standing in the waiting room doorway.

      ‘Attention, please, ladies and gents,’ he said. ‘Me apologies for the snow. First we’ve had like this in thirty years or more so we’re not really that prepared. Just spoke to one of the local farmers and he’s going to come out with his digger and see if we can’t at least clear the car park out there, but it could be a while. Luckily, we’ve got a few locals who’ve agreed to help until you can be on your way again.’

      He opened the door and glanced up the platform, then called, ‘Get a move on, lad!’ A moment later, another old man in a duffel coat flecked with snowflakes and a Christmas hat pulled over his head came bundling into the room. The station master waved the assembled passengers back to make a little space, then stepped to the side to allow the newcomer some room. He took a moment to catch his breath, then straightened up and clapped his gloved hands with a dull thud.

      ‘Well, ah, hello everyone,’ he said. ‘Everyone okay? No one hurt? No? Good, good. Did Stan here point you to the toilet?’

      ‘Up platform, on left,’ Stan said. ‘Middle cubicle’s blocked in the ladies, left cubicle in the mens.’

      ‘Yes, that’s right,’ muttered the nervous man. ‘Make sure not to use those.’

      ‘Excuse me, but who exactly are you?’ came a voice from the back of the group. ‘If you’re from the rail company, you’ve got some explaining to do.’

      ‘No, no, I’m the chairman of Birch Valley Parish Council,’ the man said. ‘My name is Harry Faulkner. I’m afraid I wasn’t expecting this situation, but the roads are blocked so badly not even the police can get through.’

      ‘Figured a busybody like you’d be all over a mess like this,’ Stan said, chuckling to himself.

      ‘I’m not—’

      ‘Anyone drops a sweet wrapper or forgets to bag a dog turd, you’re dragging out the stocks,’ Stan said, continuing to chuckle, before swigging out of a cup of hot chocolate.

      ‘I think he’s laced his a little too much,’ Kelly whispered to Julia.

      ‘Are you going to deal with this or waste our time?’ shouted the same man as before. Julia glanced over her shoulder and caught sight of a tall, dark-haired man in his fifties who looked like a policeman or a school headmaster.

      ‘Yes, yes,’ Harry stammered. ‘Well, firstly, I’d like to welcome you to Birch Valley. We’ve always been a rather forgotten and secretive little community along the Brentwell Line, but there are many hidden delights to discover—’

      ‘I need the toilet,’ Josh whined to Kelly, as the man at the back shouted, ‘Could you at least tell us how to get to the pub?’

      Harry’s hat fell off as he rubbed at his forehead, nearly landing on the stove burner, its course altered only by a desperate swipe of his hand. Instead, it landed on top of a pet carrier at the feet of an old woman. A brown and black striped paw darted out of a hole and made a swipe for the hat’s pompom as it dangled over the side.

      ‘Yes, yes, well, if you’d let me finish—’

      ‘You haven’t started yet!’

      Colin rolled his eyes. ‘Can you give it a rest back there?’ he shouted at the tall man.

      ‘Just trying to get some answers out of this fool.’

      ‘If you zip it for five minutes he’ll have a chance to.’

      The man fell silent. Kelly grabbed Colin’s arm and grinned at Julia. ‘What did I do to deserve such a hero?’ she said. ‘Are you married?’

      Julia forced a smile. It had been a while since she had last had a boyfriend, but the most recent two had been memorable. Dave, who she’d met online and dated for six months, had gone home with one of Julia’s male work colleagues after a night at a club, while Tony, a man she had met in the local launderette after her washing machine had broken down, had stolen her car before later being arrested and charged with dealing stolen vehicles. He was currently serving a six-month prison sentence.

      ‘I’m afraid not,’ she said. ‘I’m … ah, between boyfriends.’

      ‘Right, well, let me explain what we’ve managed to do,’ Harry said, staring at the hot chocolate in the bowl on top of the stove as though it was the only thing that could save him. ‘I’ve rung around a few local residents, and we’re in the process of arranging you all local accommodation for the next few days—’

      ‘What do you mean, next few days?’ the man at the back shouted.

      ‘I’m going to lamp him in a minute,’ Colin said, rolling his eyes at Kelly and Julia.

      ‘I’m afraid, we’re in a bit of a situation here—’

      ‘The apocalypse!’ wailed Edwina O’Fara.

      ‘Mum, I’m going to wet myself!’ Josh whined.

      A sudden shrill whistle made everyone fall silent. Stan chuckled as he took it from his mouth and tucked it back into a breast pocket. ‘Always wanted to do that,’ he said. ‘Now, the lot of you, shut up and let this man talk.’

      ‘Right, so, we can’t stay here,’ Harry said, wiping a hand across his face which came away glistening with sweat. ‘The pub is about a five
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