
  
    [image: A Christmas Eve Stop]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK NEWS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sign up for exclusive updates and offers at news.jljarvis.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Envelope containing three book covers that links to a page where you can sign up for book updates and offers.]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      A CHRISTMAS EVE STOP

    

    
      
        J.L. JARVIS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Bookbinder Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A Christmas Eve Stop

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2025 J.L. Jarvis

        All Rights Reserved

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author's rights is appreciated.

      

        

      
        ISBN (ebook) 978-1-942767-91-6

        ISBN (paperback) 978-1-942767-92-3

      

        

      
        Published by Bookbinder Press

        bookbinderpress.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Thank You!

      

      
        Also by J.L. Jarvis

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Discussion Questions

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      On Christmas Eve, trains carry two kinds of travelers: those rushing toward holiday celebrations and those quietly slipping away from them. But sometimes, when snow blurs the boundaries between what is and what might be, their journey may bring an unscheduled stop. It’s a place that exists only in a moment of Christmas enchantment for those who might need it most.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Laura Quinn moved through a crowded Penn Station with unhurried purpose, her caramel-colored hair tucked beneath a cream-colored knit hat. Her rolling carry-on made a soft rhythm against the polished floor, and she carried a leather messenger bag slung across her body. Unlike the frantic holiday travelers around her, she moved with the quiet assurance of someone who had carefully planned her escape.

      She wore no Christmas sweater, no festive pins or holiday earrings—just a charcoal wool coat over a beige sweater and cream scarf, practical boots, and the particular expression of someone holding their composure like fine china. Not sad, precisely. Just contained.

      As she approached the platform, she paused to check her ticket, brushing a melted snowflake from the screen of her phone. Business class was an indulgence she’d allowed herself this year. More space, more quiet, and complimentary beverages were small comforts that would make her journey to Boston easier. No one waited for her there. No one wondered where she was spending Christmas Eve. With two weeks off from teaching, winter break stretched ahead of her like a reprieve she desperately needed.

      That was the point.

      The train waited, gleaming silver with bright light spilling out from its windows. Laura boarded, found her reserved window seat facing forward, and settled in. The business-class car was nearly empty, with only a handful of other travelers spread throughout the car. She placed her messenger bag on her lap rather than stowing it overhead, a small barrier between herself and any potential seatmates.

      She removed her gloves and gazed out at the platform where last-minute travelers hurried toward the train. That’s when she saw him.

      He moved with the fluid awareness of a man who had spent his life noticing things others missed. He was tall enough for his head to be inches away from the top of the doorway, with dark hair that was neither military-short nor fashionably long, just enough to show a hint of wave, slightly tousled from the wind. A shadow of stubble defined his jaw, emphasizing rather than softening its angles. He carried a single duffel bag with a soft-shell jacket slipped through the handles and wore a navy blue sweater over a button-down shirt and well-worn jeans.

      Their eyes met for a mere heartbeat as he scanned the car. Something flickered across his face—recognition without knowledge. Laura felt an inexplicable sense that they’d been meant to see each other, although she was sure they’d never met.

      He chose a diagonal seat from hers, across the aisle and one row ahead, facing hers. As he passed, she caught the faint scent of his cologne, something woodsy.

      The train began to move, gliding away from the platform with gentle momentum. Through the windows, the lights of the station blurred into flashes of bright light against the dark tunnel walls. A family hurried down the aisle, parents juggling bags while shepherding two small children toward seats further back in the car. The younger child, a girl of perhaps four, clutched a well-loved plush snowman against her chest. The toy had clearly been through countless adventures—its orange carrot nose slightly bent, the green scarf fraying at the edges, and one coal button missing from its chest.

      As the family passed Laura’s row, the little girl’s attention caught on something outside the window. Her grip loosened, and the snowman tumbled to the floor near Laura’s feet. The family continued, the parents too focused on settling their older child to notice the loss.

      Laura watched them continue down the aisle, then looked down at the forgotten toy. The snowman’s embroidered smile seemed wistful in the overhead lighting. She recognized it immediately—the same style as the one from that animated film she’d watched countless times as a child, flying through the night sky with its young friend. The memory carried an unexpected weight.

      She picked up the snowman, its fabric soft and worn beneath her fingers, and rose from her seat. The man across the aisle glanced up as she passed, and she felt his attention follow her progress down the car.

      “Excuse me,” Laura called gently to the parents, who were struggling to arrange their luggage in the overhead compartments. The mother turned, looking frazzled.

      “I think someone dropped this,” Laura said, holding up the snowman.

      The mother’s expression shifted to relief. “Oh, thank goodness. Ava, look.” The child took the toy gratefully. “Thank you so much. You’ve just saved our Christmas.”

      “No problem.” They exchanged smiles before Laura returned to her seat.

      As she settled back in, she noticed the man watching her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. It was not exactly judgment or interest, but perhaps a recognition of her small act of kindness. A fleeting glance passed between them before they both looked away, returning to their separate thoughts.

      The conductor appeared, moving through the car in an unhurried routine, checking tickets and offering quiet greetings. There was something about him—an old-fashioned quality Laura couldn’t quite pinpoint. His uniform was modern and pressed, but something in his expression seemed to belong to an earlier era. When he reached Laura, she held out her phone.

      “Boston?” he asked, though he could clearly see her destination.

      “Yes.”

      He scanned her e-ticket. “It should be a smooth journey if the weather holds off.” He moved on to the man across the aisle, repeating the process with the same quiet efficiency.

      The train gathered speed as it emerged from the tunnel, and the city gave way to the suburbs. House windows glowed with Christmas lights, trees twinkling in living rooms where families gathered. Laura pulled her book from her messenger bag—a paperback mystery novel, its spine already cracked from being opened and closed during her commute. Something engaging enough to occupy her mind but not so compelling that she couldn’t set it aside if sleep came.

      The train pulled into Stamford, and the car door burst open with a rush of cold air. A man stumbled through, clearly having run to catch the train at the last possible moment. His face was flushed—whether from running or from the office holiday party Laura guessed he’d just left was debatable. His tie hung loose, his suit jacket was askew, and he carried the aggressive cheer of someone who’d had just enough drinks to think everyone wanted to be his friend.

      “Made it!” he announced to no one in particular, scanning the car with bright eyes. His gaze landed on the empty seat beside Laura’s. He dropped into the seat, bringing with him a cloud of cologne mixed with bourbon and the manic energy of forced holiday spirit.

      “Heading home for Christmas?” he asked immediately, not waiting for an answer. “Me too! Well, heading to Boston first, then my sister’s place. You know how it is—family, obligations, the whole nine yards. But hey, it’s Christmas, right? Season of joy and all that!”

      Laura offered a polite smile, the kind she’d perfected over years of practice. “Mm.”

      “Nice? It’s fantastic! I mean, sure, my ex-wife will be there with her new boyfriend—Gary, can you believe that name? Gary. Sounds like an accountant, which he is, actually.” The man laughed, a sound too loud for the quiet car. “But hey, I’m not bitter. It’s Christmas! Peace on earth, goodwill toward Gary, right?”

      Laura turned toward the window and lifted her book slightly. It was meant as a signal, but the man either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

      “Are you traveling alone? Me too! Well, obviously. But you know what? Sometimes, alone is better. No one to answer to, no one to disappoint.” His voice carried a sharp edge beneath the cheer. “Though Christmas alone is rough, am I right? That’s why I’m going to my sister’s. Can’t face the apartment alone on Christmas. Too quiet. You know?”

      Laura made no response, her eyes fixed on her book, though she wasn’t reading a word.

      “Oh, you’re reading! Don’t let me stop you. I’ll just…” But he didn’t stop. “Actually, I can never concentrate on trains. Too much going on, you know? All these people, all with their own stories. Like you—what’s your story? Let me guess—visiting family? Boyfriend waiting in Boston?”

      She turned a page, saying nothing.

      “Not a talker, huh? That’s okay. I can talk enough for both of us. My ex-wife used to say that. Said I never knew when to shut up. Of course, she’s with Gary now, so what does she know?”

      The man across the aisle—the one who’d boarded just after her—shifted in his seat. Laura caught the movement in her peripheral vision as he turned slightly toward them.

      “Listen,” the drunk man continued, his hand gesturing wildly, nearly knocking Laura’s book from her hands. “Christmas is about connections, right? Human connections. Not books. We should be talking and sharing. That’s what my therapist says, anyway. Share more. Connect more. Though he also says I should drink less, so what does he know?” Another too-loud laugh.

      Laura’s fingers tightened on her book. She angled her body further toward the window, practically pressing against it.

      “You know what your problem is?” the man asked, and something in his tone shifted, becoming more aggressive. “People like you, you’re all closed off, reading your books, acting like you’re too good to talk to someone. It’s Christmas Eve, for crying out loud!”

      That’s when the man from across the aisle stood. He moved with deliberate calm, the kind of controlled movement that suggested he could move much faster if needed. He stepped into the aisle and addressed the drunk man with a tone that was conversational yet carried an unmistakable authority.

      “Excuse me, but you’re in my seat. I just went to stretch my legs.”

      The man blinked up at him, processing slowly. “Your seat? But I thought⁠—”

      “Easy mistake.” The stranger’s voice remained friendly, but his presence—the way he positioned his body, the steady gaze—communicated something else entirely. “It happens all the time. Your ticket probably shows a different car.”

      “I… maybe?” The man fumbled for his ticket, squinting at it. During his distraction, the stranger caught Laura’s eye for just a moment. The message was clear: Play along.

      “Yeah, see?” The stranger continued, though he hadn’t actually looked at the ticket. “Next car back. Better seats there anyway, closer to the café car.”

      “Oh. Oh, right.” The drunk man stood unsteadily. “Sorry about that. Merry Christmas!”

      “You too,” the stranger replied, maintaining his position until the man had stumbled through to the next car. Only then did he turn to Laura.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      He nodded once and, after a moment’s hesitation, returned to his original seat.

      He pulled out his phone immediately and began scrolling. Laura returned to her book, starting the chapter over since she hadn’t absorbed a word while the drunk man was talking.

      The only sounds now were the pulsating thump of the train on the tracks, the distant murmur of conversations from elsewhere in the car, and the occasional rustle when one of them shifted position. Each seemed acutely aware of the other—the way strangers are when forced into proximity—but neither acknowledged it.

      Outside, the snow was falling harder. She noticed him glance at the window, a slight frown crossing his features. The flakes had grown thick, swirling in the lights of the passing towns and reducing visibility to mere yards.

      The car attendant appeared as they neared New Haven, pushing a small cart down the aisle. “Beverages? Coffee, tea, or soft drinks?”

      “Coffee, please,” Laura said, grateful for the prospect of warmth and caffeine.

      The stranger looked up from his phone. “Same.”

      The car attendant smiled apologetically. “Let me check if I have enough in this carafe.” He poured one cup and frowned at the nearly empty container. “I’ll need to go back for a fresh pot. I’ll just be a few minutes.”

      He handed Laura her coffee and moved on. She wrapped her hands around the warm cup and inhaled the rich scent. The man beside her returned to his phone, though she noticed his jaw tighten slightly. It was such a small thing, wanting coffee on a cold night without having to wait.

      She almost offered him hers, but the words died before they formed. They’d established their mutual silence. To break it now would be to acknowledge… something.

      The car attendant returned, looking genuinely distressed. “I’m so sorry, sir. The coffee machine has completely broken down. Some kind of electrical issue. I can offer you tea, hot chocolate, or juice.”

      “Tea’s fine,” the man said, his tone neutral.

      But Laura caught the slight slump of his shoulders, the way his thumb moved restlessly across his phone screen, although he didn’t actually seem to be reading anymore. She understood that sometimes appearing occupied provided an illusion of privacy when everything else felt vulnerable.

      The train began to slow for New Haven. Passengers gathered their belongings, and families bundled children back into coats. The business-class car emptied considerably, with only a handful of travelers continuing toward Boston. When the train pulled away from the station, Laura realized they were the only two left in their section of the car.

      The snow was becoming a real storm now. Even through the train’s solid windows, they could hear the wind picking up. The lights of passing towns became fewer and farther between until there was nothing but darkness and the hypnotic swirl of white in the train’s lights.

      The man had given up pretending to read his phone and instead watched the storm through the window. There was something tense in his posture, the alertness of someone tracking potential danger.

      Laura found herself watching it too—the way the wind drove the snow almost horizontally at times and the way ice was beginning to form on the window edges. She gave up reading and pretended to stare out the window, but her eyes were on the stranger’s reflection in the glass.

      The train’s rhythm had become hypnotic. Other sounds faded until there was only the steady clack of wheels on rails, the whisper of air through the vents, and her own measured breathing.

      She became aware of small things: the way he held his phone with his right hand, a scar along his forearm visible where his sleeve had ridden up, and the controlled stillness of someone used to waiting and watching. He never fidgeted or shifted unnecessarily. Even his breathing seemed deliberate.

      He was aware of her, too. She could tell from the slight turn of his head when she moved. They were two people working hard to maintain their solitude despite sitting too close to ignore.

      The storm intensified. The train rocked slightly in a particularly strong gust, and both of them tensed. Outside, it was a complete whiteout now, the darkness and snow combining into an impenetrable wall. She noticed him checking his watch, probably calculating how far behind schedule the weather might put them.

      Then the train’s cadence changed.

      It was subtle at first—a slight deceleration that could have been a curve in the tracks. But it continued with the wheels slowing their percussion against the rails. The man straightened, and his hand went still on his phone. Laura looked up from her book.

      They were slowing more definitely now, but according to the route map on the wall, there were no stops scheduled for at least thirty more minutes. She glanced at him and found him turning to look toward the front of the car with that alert tension back in his shoulders.

      The deceleration continued, steady and deliberate—not the sharp braking of an emergency, but the measured slowing of an intended stop. Outside, the forest pressed close to the tracks, with trees heavy from snow creating a tunnel of white. Through the storm, there was nothing to see except shadows and swirling snow.

      The train slowed further. The man leaned toward the window and peered intently. Laura found herself doing the same on her side, though neither commented on their parallel actions.

      Then, through the driving snow, lights began to appear. Unlike the usual harsh fluorescence of train stations, these appeared warmer through the haze of the snow. The glow barely penetrated the storm but instead created soft halos of light in the swirling white.

      As the train continued to slow, shadows of structures began to take shape—a train platform, and beyond it, the suggestion of buildings. The architecture looked old and charming, what little Laura could see of it, with a slate-shingled roof and gabled windows barely visible.

      The train eased to a stop with a gentle sigh of brakes.

      Silence.

      No announcement came over the intercom. The train simply sat there, humming quietly, while outside the storm raged and warm lights glowed through the snow.

      Laura and the man exchanged a glance. Outside the window sat a small depot with red brick, cream-colored trim, and a steep roof heavy with snow. Arched windows glowed warmly from within, and ornate iron brackets held lights that swayed slightly in the wind. The platform stretched alongside, covered by a Victorian-style canopy supported by decorative iron
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