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In memory of a beloved couple: Grace and Bobby Campbell of Irvine, Ayrshire. Grace, Mum’s cousin, was gentle but resilient, kind, beautiful and a lady who was passionate about her reading. She said a final goodbye to her beloved Bobby in January this year and then followed him onwards only five weeks later.

Bobby, an HGV lorry driver who stayed at our house so often over many years, brought joy and fun with him whenever he walked through the door. My draught board was always waiting for him, even though his wins were always the result of unashamed cheating.

Travelling up to Glasgow in his wagon with Mum, calling in at truckers’ cafés for cheese and onion sandwiches, are among my happiest childhood memories. The best and loveliest of people – of family.

Bobby and ‘Bobby’s Girl’ are now together again for always. It was an honour to know them and to love them. God bless them both.







23 December


Yesterday is history, tomorrow is a mystery but today is a gift









Chapter 1

The snowflakes started to fall on the windscreen as soon as Vincent Diamond – of Diamond Service Taxis – had turned onto the A7501 towards Whitby, as if they had somehow been triggered by his change in direction. Within the minute, he’d had to notch up his wipers from the intermittent setting to the steady swipe to maintain his vision of the road. He couldn’t remember there being any warning of this on the weather forecast, which he checked every morning, especially when he had a long journey in the diary. And super especially when he had a long journey to make in the bleak midwinter.

The drop in temperature inside his cab was probably his imagination working overtime in response to the sudden snowfall but he reached over to tweak up the heating all the same.

‘You warm enough back there?’ he called over his shoulder to his passenger.

‘Yes, thank you,’ she replied.

Miss Elizabeth Dudley, whom he was chauffeuring from Reading to Durham. Her voice matched the rest of her: ladylike, cultured, honeyed. She was probably the most beautiful fare he’d had in the back of his cab, and that was saying something as he’d picked up a lot of actresses from theatres in the West End. His eyes flicked up to the rear-view mirror to see her looking out of the window to her side, weighing up this sudden change in weather. Then her mobile phone claimed her attention: no daft ringtone, just a classic brrr-brrr.

She pulled it out of her bag, answered it. ‘Hi,’ she said. Even with just that short word, the recipient of it must have felt she really wanted to speak to them, Vincent mused. He thought she looked like an Elizabeth. His mum had been an Elizabeth, and his gran, and so he was predisposed to the name being synonymous with lovely women.

She leaned forward to ask him: ‘Excuse me, how far are we away from Topston?’

‘About two hours, with holiday traffic,’ Vincent answered. He didn’t say, and the weather, because he presumed this was just a rogue flurry or the weathermen would have said otherwise. Metcheck had given the forecast as cloudy, rain changing to sleet mid-afternoon, and a constant one centigrade temperature, though on his dashboard it was showing as minus six outside. It wouldn’t hold them up, he was sure of it, just a temporary pocket of cold front. He hoped it wouldn’t, anyway, for he had to drive back in it as soon as he’d dropped her off on the outskirts of Durham. Topston Manor, one of those piles that made footballers’ houses in Alderley Edge look like gate lodges. His old mum, ever the pragmatist, would have looked at the pictures of it and said, ‘How much would the window-cleaning bill be for that every month?’ God bless her, wherever she was. Looking down at him, no doubt, still worrying about him, still loving him.

‘About two hours,’ Elizabeth repeated down the phone.

There was a lull while whoever was on the other end of the phone spoke again.

‘Well, it is—’ Elizabeth attempted to answer but it seems she was interrupted. Another long lull.

‘I know you told me to come up before but I couldn’t. I had things I needed to do… I know it’s important I… yes, I understand that… Gregory, please let me speak, I—’

‘Gregory’ wasn’t letting her get a word in. Vincent gathered he wasn’t a happy bunny. He visualised someone that made Darth Vader look like the Dalai Lama.

Vincent’s foot pressed gently on the brake. The snowflakes were getting fatter and faster and they’d already started to settle on the road. He turned on the blower because the windscreen was misting up and reducing visibility.

‘Gregory, can you just listen to me for a moment, what’s the weather like there because here the snow is really bad… Oh, you don’t have any?’

Well, that was good, thought Vincent, eavesdropping. Just a localised storm, in that case. It would make its presence known and then melt quickly away, with any luck.

‘Yes, I’m sure we’ll be there well before seven… but I can’t help the weather can— Gregory…? Hello, are you still there?’

Gregory clearly wasn’t. Elizabeth rang him back but it went to answerphone and she was forced to leave a message.

‘Hi, Gregory, it’s me. I’m not sure if we got cut off or you’d finished saying what you had to. I’ll keep you posted on where we are. See you soon… Bye.’

Vincent slowed the car down even further. The wiper blades were operating at full pelt and the snowflakes were as big as pennies. The cars in front of him all had iced roofs now and had it gone suddenly darker or was he getting snow-blind?

‘I’m supposed to be at a party at seven,’ said Elizabeth, her words riding on a long drawn-out sigh.

Vincent’s eyes snatched up the time on the dashboard clock: five to three. ‘I’m sure you will be,’ he replied. He wondered if at any point in the conversation Shouty Gregory had told her to be careful and get there when she could – and safely.






Chapter 2

Jane Wutheridge was glad she’d had the foresight to wear her old snow boots to travel in, not that there was a hint of snow when she left their Derbyshire house but because they were snug and warm and gripped the ground like a limpet. She still called it their house, even though it had been solely hers for just under a year, but it wouldn’t be theirs – or rather hers – any longer in less than four weeks, because contracts would soon be exchanged and then completion on the sale of it would follow. They were reliable and safe boots, comfortable, solid as a rock… her boots had all the qualities her life was presently lacking.

She hadn’t wanted to make this train journey. She wanted Christmas alone, a last one in the rectory before the new owners came in. She was cross she’d been pressured into spending it elsewhere. And the disruption just put the tin hat on things. She wasn’t frightened of snow like some old people; she loved it. She and Clifford had taken many winter holidays; in fact, they’d been hundreds of kilometres past the Arctic Circle and then down to Antarctica, where they wanted to go again, but life got in the way of their plans. Or rather death did.

The conductor entered the carriage and stood by the sliding door.

‘Can I have everyone’s attention, please? Sorry, the tannoy isn’t working. We’ve been informed that we have to divert to Selton. For services west, you need to get off at the next stop, Derringbury, for the connecting train to Eskford. I repeat, we are now no longer calling at Eskford on this train.’

‘Chuffing hell,’ said the loud man behind Jane, whose voice hadn’t dropped below a hundred decibels since he got on. ‘One leaf or a snowflake and the trains go to absolute cock in this country.’

The conductor ignored him and announced that they’d be at Derringbury in a few minutes.

Jane reached into her bag for her brown bucket hat. Clifford had bought it for her, one of his last presents. ‘I thought it was about time we started buying each other practical things,’ he’d said with a twinkle in his eye, though it wasn’t as bright a twinkle as the one in the diamond ring he’d tied to the label inside the hat. It was on her finger now. An eternity ring, even though they knew their time was running out – at least here on earth. But Clifford was that rare being, a scientist who believed in an afterlife and he knew they’d share that eternity. The irony was that she, a creative, a romantic, believed that life, consciousness, everything, ended with the last breath.

Jane put on her gloves and made her way to the storage rack for her suitcase, declining the help of the conductor because she wasn’t ready to start playing the old-lady card just yet. She’d packed fairly lightly and luckily had sent the presents on ahead. She hadn’t gone over the top with them either, this year, because, for as long as she could remember, she’d spent far too much time trying to match the gift to the person only to get the lazy options in return: chocolates with a suspiciously close sell-by date, a market-tat brooch in a cheap box, a manicure set. She’d had at least ten manicure sets in various forms over the years.

Clifford would have said that this interference in plans constituted an adventure. But Clifford wasn’t here to share her fears and take the reins; she was all alone and there was no excitement to be had.



Further down the same train, Frank O’Carroll and his wife, Grace, were preparing to disembark. They should have been getting off at Eskford but as it was having to divert, they’d have to get yet another connecting train – their fourth on this journey. He was beginning to think this trip was cursed from the get-go. Firstly he’d buggered up his ankle and couldn’t drive – and Grace didn’t have the confidence to drive this far – so the only way they could reach their country cottage getaway was by public transport. Plus the place he really wanted had been double-booked and they’d had to take the option of another which wasn’t the cosy, olde-worlde with log-fire one he’d put his deposit on. Mistletoe Nook might have sounded idyllic but the photos showed a modern bungalow full of the brown and orange décor that was a signature of the seventies. At this late stage, it was accept that or nothing, so his hands were tied and not even the part-refund made it sweet. His mum always said bad luck came in threes: more like a hundred and threes, thought Frank as they headed for the storage bay where their two suitcases were situated. Grace hadn’t said a word and by not saying anything, she said everything. Frank could feel annoyance pumping out of her pores like toxic fumes from a faulty air vent. She hadn’t even wanted to come away for Christmas, he’d been the one to suggest it, push for it, because he knew if they stayed at home, by the new year one of them would have moved out. A romantic cottage with a log-fire was his last desperate attempt to save their thirty-three-year relationship. The modern substitute cottage wasn’t going to have any restorative magic, he just knew it.

The train edged out of the tunnel into a world that seemed much whiter than it had been when they’d entered it. Frank looked through the window at the snow falling hard. The hills in the distance were totally covered and had smudged into the sky.

He turned to Grace.

‘It’ll be fine, just another blip to test us. We’ll be in Eskford in no time and then it’s just a short walk to the cottage. I’m not worried. It’ll be all the cosier for this messing about.’ His smile was bright, covering up the worry he said he didn’t have.

Grace didn’t look worried at all though, she just looked… resigned was the best way of putting it. Whether they reached the cottage and it was warm and inviting or they ended up stuck all Christmas in a train station in the middle of nowhere, he believed she’d wear the same expression.

The train slowed and they passed signs announcing the name of Derringbury station. He spotted a waiting room, thank goodness, because he didn’t fancy standing on a freezing, uncovered platform until their connection arrived.

‘Can you manage?’ he asked his wife who was wrestling with her suitcase handle.

‘Of course I can,’ she answered him, that ever-present snap in her voice. He wasn’t even sure she knew it was there, it had just become her default way of talking to him. The Grace of old would have waved away the booking debacle and be searing his ears with giddy questions: What do you think is the first thing we should do when we get to the cottage? Shall we go to the local pub for tea? Should we get up early to go to the farm shop and buy too much food? Little Miss Chatterbox, he used to call her. These days she only seemed to speak when she needed to and though her incessant talk used to drive him bonkers, he missed it. He missed the old Grace; she was like a shell emptied.

It appeared there were just them and another passenger who were alighting: a small, aged lady had just stepped onto the platform and Frank thought she looked as if she’d climbed out of a Miss Marple book with her slight frame, stompy boots, hat and tweed coat.

Frank helped Grace to ‘mind the gap’ and then he called over to ‘Miss Marple’, pointing at her suitcase.

‘Can I help you with that?’

‘Thank you, that’s very kind, but it’s on wheels and easy to steer.’

He could at least get the door into the waiting room for her. He held it open and she thanked him as she walked through. Grace followed, a heavy dusting of snow on her shoulders and on her long tied-back auburn hair, which melted instantly in the warmth that met them inside.

The first thought that came to Frank was that he’d wandered onto the film set of Brief Encounter because, apart from the bulk of a large modern machine for the distribution of hot drinks in the corner, the place couldn’t have had a refurb for decades. It smelt fusty, but in a comforting way, like the smell of old books.

There was a long bench opposite a couple of rusty storage heaters mounted on the wall that were pumping out hot air, effectively too considering how ancient they looked. Grace took a seat near one of them, leaving a gap between her and Jane.

‘Shocking weather, isn’t it?’ Frank said to her.

‘Awful,’ Jane replied. ‘At least it’s nice and warm in here. Are you changing at Eskford as well?’ She really wasn’t sure that she’d done the right thing, getting off here in this tiny station. She should have stayed on until the major junction at Selton and decided what to do from there on. Returning home would have been the most sensible option of all, of course.

‘No, Eskford is our final destination. We’ve booked a cottage. For Christmas.’ Then Frank looked around and spoke to himself, but aloud. ‘There must be some timetable around somewhere.’ Did they still have those in stations? It showed how long it was since he’d been in one that he didn’t know. Maybe paper ones were a thing of the past and everything was on computers and phone apps now, which was all very well until you had a situation like this. His phone was saying there was no internet, no Wi-Fi available. There was a lot to be said for hard copy data. Nothing for it but to wait then.

Frank stood up and went over to the coffee machine. He couldn’t see a coin slot, or prices. He tried his luck, pressed a button that said ‘Hot Chocolate’ and to his surprise, the machine dropped a cup below and obliged him.

‘Blimey. It’s not often you get something for nothing these days. Anyone else want one? Hot chocolate, chicken soup, tea, coffee with or without milk?’ No fancy lattes or flat whites as an offering. There was a small table adjacent with spoons and sugar sachets and paper serviettes. Jane mouthed a silent no-thank-you. ‘Grace?’

‘I don’t want anything if there’s a train due,’ she answered.

‘Well, maybe if you get a drink that’ll hurry the train along. Sod’s law and all that,’ said Frank with a smile that was wasted because she had turned away from him, her eyes instead roving over the flaking vintage green paint of the walls and the intricate, but heavily chipped, ceiling cornice.

He carried the plastic cup back to his seat. He offered his wife the first sip from it but she shook her head. The old Grace would have tried it and claimed it and he’d have laughed and had to get himself another. She could never resist a hot chocolate. He’d bought her a fancy machine to make them a couple of Christmases ago and it was still in the box. He hadn’t encountered the old Grace for years and maybe it was a mistake to think she was still in there somewhere; maybe she had gone forever, leaving only this husk he lived with.

They sat in silence, waiting. Then Grace got up without saying anything and headed towards the door with a toilet sign above it.

‘So where are you travelling to?’ Frank asked, striking up conversation with Miss Marple. He would later be amused when he found out her name was Jane.

‘Lancaster,’ she answered him, with an accompanying sigh.

‘Lancaster?’ Frank puffed out his cheeks. ‘How long is that going to take you?’ He guessed over three hours from here, without hitches and there was a very big hitch outside in the form of all that snow.

‘I don’t even want to think about it,’ said Jane. She really should have gone on to Selton, she felt it more with every minute that passed. There was a large hotel attached to the station that would surely have a vacancy – even at this time of year; a room reserved for emergencies. That was one advantage of being old; people tended to go the extra mile for pensioners.

‘Aren’t there any staff here?’ asked Frank, with a sudden burst of frustration. ‘There should be a stationmaster around. Should we be worried?’ He dropped a small laugh, but it was only half a laugh and it wasn’t a very convincing one at that.






Chapter 3

‘Oh dear, I don’t like this at all, Des,’ said the woman in the front passenger seat of the car, for the twentieth time at least – a rough estimate, because Ruby ‘Roo’ Cooper had given up taking a tally after thirteen. Nora and Des Woolley, friends of Roo’s neighbour, were travelling north to spend Christmas with her sister Sandra and they’d offered her a lift to Whitby en route. But if Roo had known how much Nora talked, she’d have taken her chances hitching a lift from a dodgy lorry driver with an axe on his dashboard. The woman didn’t stop to draw a breath. And it was all nonsense, trivia, word soup, which was a bit unfair on soup. Des was driving and in his own little steering-wheel world, cut off from Nora after forty-plus years of refining the art.

In the last three-quarters of an hour though, Nora’s tone had altered from chirpy chirpy cheep cheep cheerful to worry worry weep weep which was even harder on the ears.

The snow looked as if it was falling horizontally, such was the wind-force outside. The snowflakes were like swan’s feathers, huge and downy.

‘Oh deary, deary me,’ said Nora then, throwing in a bit of variation on a theme. ‘What do you think, Des?’

For once, she left some space for Des to actually answer the question she’d posed.

‘I think we should turn back, that’s what I think,’ he said after some moments of contemplation, then grumbling under his breath that they’d have been there now if they’d set off this morning as he’d wanted to.

‘Sandra’s got a twenty-pound turkey in though,’ Nora answered with a gasp. ‘She’s made her own stuffing.’

‘We won’t be able to eat it if we’re dead,’ said Des to that, his irritation with his wife clearly evident in his tone. ‘I don’t even like flipping turkey.’

‘Yes, let’s make an executive decision and go home.’ Nora nodded decisively, then, as if she remembered they had a passenger reliant on their goodwill, she gave a little start. ‘Oh, Ruby, where will that leave you?’

Up shit creek without a paddle, Roo didn’t say. Another two hours of Nora’s incessant babble would do her head in, but that was the least of the reasons why she didn’t want to return home with them. Anything but going back. But she couldn’t expect them to carry on their journey when it was dangerous. ‘Erm… well…’

Then she saw it through the window – the left-arrow sign with a train graphic on it and ‘Derringbury 500 yards’ written underneath.

‘Des, can you drop me at the train station please? I’ll get to Whitby that way.’

‘Ooh. Are you sure?’ Nora said. ‘Train.’ She screwed up her face as if the word was rotten-fish-flavoured. She didn’t do public transport or mix with the hoi polloi.

‘You could come back with us,’ Des offered.

It would be the wisest option by far to just go home. She could hole herself up, read books, drink wine, eat crisps and keep the TV switched off so she wasn’t bombarded with the sounds of jingle bells, carols, and Paul bloody McCartney singing about him having a wonderful Christmas, nor the sight of celebrities in red fur-trimmed hats making an arse of themselves on game shows for charity. But…

She scrabbled in the side of the bag for her coin, gave it a rub, tossed it into the air and slapped it on the back of her hand. Do I risk the train? she silently asked the cosmos, before lifting her hand to see the YES facing her. Decided then.

‘Thank you, Des, but my friends are expecting me.’



Des insisted on getting her case out of the boot at the station, even though Roo had told him to stay in the warm. He pipped the horn as he drove off, his wheels roaring as they struggled for purchase on the ground. Roo’s suitcase wheels had the same problem. She didn’t suppose anyone had thought of inventing suitcase wheels designed for British winters. Maybe they had them in Norway though, where snow was a way of life.

She headed across the car park towards the small station and, through the windows of the waiting room, she could see people inside which boded well.

She opened up the door and walked in to find an old lady and what she presumed were a couple – middle-aged, him swiping his finger across the screen of his mobile.

‘Excuse me,’ Roo began after wiping her mouth clear of snowflakes. ‘Do you happen to know when the next train is due and where it’s going?’

‘That, I’m afraid, is the million-dollar question, love,’ the man answered her with something that was – and yet also wasn’t quite – a smile.






Chapter 4

Tim Grant loved his Jeep. It had never let him down in the three years he’d owned it, but now he was swearing at it like a trooper. The thing was a bloody tank and it had just had its big all-singing, all-dancing service, but it was coughing its guts up as if it had been a fifty-a-day smoker. The engine cut out for the third time; the strain on the battery was audible when he had to restart it. In short, it wasn’t going to make it up to Newcastle and he needed to be in Newcastle. He hadn’t even a clue where he was because the satnav had decided that if the engine was going on strike, it was going to come out in brotherly support and the screen had died miles ago. He’d come through a village and ended up in the back of beyond with nothing in front of him but snow and a thickening, darkening mist. He didn’t fancy the chances of a recovery vehicle finding him when he couldn’t even tell them where he was. He made the decision to pull in at the next place which might offer him shelter and work out his plan of action from there. The same thing had happened weatherwise five or six years ago when the country was blanketed in unforecast snow for the whole of the Christmas period. He hoped whatever this was would be more short-lived, but it did pose the question: what Mickey Mouse course did meteorologists go on these days, and which bigger idiot was saying they were qualified at the end of it?

The engine cut out yet again and Tim muttered another choice expletive under his breath as he slipped into neutral and twisted the key in the ignition. It fired, but under obvious protest. He pushed forward and saw something ahead at the side of the road: a sign, growing clearer the closer he got to it. Hallelujah. There was a railway station nearby.

Change of plan then, not that he had much choice. He just hoped and prayed the station was one with shelter from these infernal elements.

The giant car rolled down the gentle slope of road by gravity and not by engine power because it popped, stopped and wouldn’t be started again, as dead as a dodo. Tim twisted the steering wheel gently to the left, hoping he wouldn’t stall on the bend – he didn’t – and came to a halt in what he presumed was the station car park. He jerked on the handbrake and watched the snow fill up the windscreen in seconds. He was about to say This bloody country, when a rogue thought visited him about a potential life in a much kinder climate at the other side of the world, which was definitely not where his head wanted to go. He gave it a rattle to shoo it away, before getting out to relieve the boot of his two suitcases. Another car was drawing up beside his, albeit one with a working engine. If he’d been as lucky, he’d have ploughed on.

Derringbury. He’d never heard of the place, not that it mattered. There was indeed a waiting room and he could see people inside it which he took as a good sign that there was a train due. He’d get to Newcastle one way if not the other. He didn’t like to let anyone down. He’d done enough of that before now to last a whole lifetime.






Chapter 5

Vincent tried not to eavesdrop but it was impossible not to, even given how quietly Elizabeth was speaking into her phone. This was the third call she had taken from her fiancé Gregory in half an hour and he could tell she was fighting exasperation. She’d just apologised to him for sounding terse, even though from what he could hear, it was Mr Fiancé who was the one at fault, cutting off her every sentence.

‘I don’t think you know how bad it is, Gregory,’ she was now saying. ‘I’ve tried to send a photo but it won’t let me… Sorry, what? I can’t hear you, I keep losing… Hello, hello… Gregory. Are you still there?’

Elizabeth took the phone away from her ear and dropped a heavy sigh.

‘Can you tell me where we are again, please? Sorry,’ she asked Vincent, the strain evident in her voice.

‘According to the satnav, we’re about to go onto Spaghetti Junction in Birmingham,’ he answered her. ‘I have no idea what the satellites have been drinking, but I wish I had some for later.’ He caught sight of her in the rear-view mirror and saw her worried expression. ‘Apologies, that wasn’t helpful. I wish I knew.’ He hadn’t seen a sign for a few miles now. He hadn’t seen anything but snowy fields flanking the road. Surely there must be something due up ahead soon: a pub, a garage, a village.

‘I don’t think my fiancé quite believes the snow is as bad as it is,’ Elizabeth said. ‘It’s just starting to fall up there.’ She sort of hoped that it would fall with the same speed so he’d accept she wasn’t exaggerating. He’s stressed about the party, she told herself. He wanted everything to be right. He was used to things going his way, it was part of his make-up. You’d have made a rubbish King Canute, she once joked to him on one of their early dates, and he’d laughed.

Vincent narrowed his eyes to take in what he thought was a shape in the distance, but he could have been hallucinating. Snow blindness, akin to extreme thirst in the desert where people imagined oases of drinking water. No, there was definitely a shape, a big car was up ahead. And then he spotted a sign on a left-facing arrow denoting a train station nearby. He seemed to be gaining distance on the car in front even though he hadn’t increased his speed any. The car indicated and that, he thought later, maybe influenced his decision, a primal safety in numbers move.

He made a hasty alternative plan: he’d abandon the car, escort Elizabeth by rail to Durham and then figure the rest out from there. He’d lose money on this job because he’d probably have to stay overnight in a hotel but he had nothing or no one to get back for – apart from his cat. She could get into the kitchen via the cat flap and there was always a bowl of kibble on hand to sustain her, though she’d probably go to his neighbour and plead starvation, as she was wont to do.

He told Elizabeth what was now going to happen and she’d merely nodded, accepting he knew best. He hoped he did.



The car in front – a massive Jeep – was rolling slowly down the hill. Vincent parked nearby to it when it stopped and opened his window to call to the large bearded man who got out of it.

‘Any idea where we are, mate? My satnav thinks we’re on Spaghetti Junction.’

‘Somewhere not far from Whitby, that’s all I know, sorry,’ replied Tim, hefting two cases out of his boot before heading towards the station. He didn’t want to be sociable. He just wanted to get to Newcastle.

Not that Vincent took any offence at his curtness. It wasn’t the weather for hanging around and chatting and rogue conditions like this had a tendency to shorten tempers, as demonstrated by fiancé Gregory.

He got out of his car, a brand new solid Mercedes estate, and lifted Elizabeth’s luggage and his own bag from the boot. He always kept an overnight ‘just in case’ holdall with a couple of changes of clothes and toiletries in there. Plus a snow shovel, a woollen throw, a foil blanket and a pair of dependable Timberlands because his mum had told him to. She was the most resourceful woman he’d ever met and he recalled from his childhood days that her handbag had everything in it from a screwdriver to a lollipop. Even when she was in her later life, he’d ask her why she felt the need to carry so much around with her and she answered him with a tap on the side of the nose and a ‘Just in case’. But her ways had rubbed off on him because he was always prepared for the unexpected just in case.

He tapped on the back window and spoke through the glass.

‘You stay here in the warm until I’ve taken these into the station.’

‘Absolutely not,’ Elizabeth replied, opening the door. ‘I’m a passenger, not a princess.’

The irony was that she sounded exactly like a princess though with her cultured voice and all her vowels rounded, unlike his that had been flattened by a steamroller. But she wouldn’t take no for an answer, so he was forced to concede, though her cases wouldn’t roll through the thick snow so he had to lift and carry them while she followed with his lighter bag and boots. The wind had swelled and they had to push their way through it and the spit of snowflakes. He’d promised to get her to her party, but he was starting to wonder now if he really could.






Chapter 6

The man with the Jeep was already sitting down in the cosy, old-fashioned waiting room when Vincent and Elizabeth walked in. It seemed as if he had picked the seat that was the furthest away from the rest of the people in there, to create distance. There was an elderly lady huddled in tweed, a middle-aged couple and a young woman wearing a fluffy pink teddy-bear coat, an arty white stripe at the front of her dark hair. Jeep man was the only one who didn’t look up when they entered.

‘Blimey, am I glad this station’s got shelter,’ said Vincent to everyone. ‘Can anyone tell me where we are? My satnav ain’t playing ball.’

‘Derringbury, which I would estimate is somewhere south-west of Whitby,’ replied the elderly lady. ‘We’re waiting for the train to Eskford where allegedly we’ll be able to get our connections.’ She held up crossed fingers of hope, even if her word ‘allegedly’ didn’t seem to have much of it attached. She still wasn’t convinced the conductor on the train had given her the correct advice.

‘The coffee machine works and it seems to be giving out freebies,’ said Frank. He thought he recognised the newcomer’s accent, a fellow Kent county-man, he’d put money on it. He noticed how he turned to his lady and asked her if she wanted anything. She was very lovely, expensive camel-coloured wool coat, quality from top to toe. Grace had been wearing a coat like that when they went out on their first date. It had been snowing and he didn’t think she’d turn up, she’d use the weather as an excuse. He could still recall how his heart seemed to expand in his chest when he spotted her coming from around the corner, blowing into her hands as she walked towards him.

‘Cheers,’ said Vincent. Elizabeth didn’t want anything but he took advantage of the free gift of a white coffee. He took a sip and sat down. Jane was pointing out to Elizabeth where the loos were and Roo followed them both in. She figured if a train was due, she might as well go here. Train loos had a tendency to be a bit grotty, in her experience.

‘So where are you headed?’ Frank asked Vincent.

‘Near Durham. Place called Topston, if you’ve heard of it.’

Frank shook his head. ‘Hotel?’

‘House. My fare is going up to her fiancé’s family for Christmas.’

‘Oh’. Just a small sound, but it was obvious to Vincent that Frank had thought they were a couple. If only. Elizabeth Dudley was way out of his league. He’d have had more chance of landing Kate Middleton.

‘You?’ Vincent threw the question back at him.

‘We’ve got a cottage booked for Christmas near the next station, but I buggered my ankle and can’t drive,’ replied Frank. ‘The whole thing has just been beset with disaster, hasn’t it, love?’

He turned for affirmation to his wife, who nodded and added, ‘You could say that.’ Her tone said, And it’s all your fault.

‘Got to think positive,’ said Vincent with some conviction. ‘We’ll all be where we are supposed to be in no time,’ but he didn’t feel that his optimism was shared by anyone else in the room. He gulped greedily at his coffee, which was surprisingly good, and wished the machine distributed biscuits as well because he was bleedin’ starving.

Just as the three women came out of the loo, he cocked his ear, sure he could sense a faint rumble in the distance.

‘Is that a train?’ asked Jane, tilting her head also.

‘I think it might be,’ said Frank, standing, listening.

‘Finally,’ said Grace with impatient relief. She grabbed her handbag and extended the handle on her case, ready to drag it outside.

It was definitely a train, the sound getting louder with every passing second. Everyone was shifting, preparing to leave the snug waiting room for the arctic platform. In half an hour, Frank thought, they’d be in Eskford and the people here would already be a fading memory.

Tim put his phone back in his jacket pocket because Derringbury was in a black hole as far as telecommunications was concerned. No telephone service, no internet, no chance to assure the Princess Royal Hotel in Newcastle that their Santa was running late, but he was on his way and wouldn’t be letting them down.






Chapter 7

As if the day hadn’t been out of the ordinary enough, the train that pulled into the little Derringbury station still managed to top it. A steam locomotive, pulling carriage after carriage past the platform, the top half painted vintage cream and in the centre of the midnight-blue bottom half, in gold lettering, the name Yorkshire Belle. Tim counted ten such cars after the engine head, the windows offering tantalising glimpses of opulent interiors: heavy tapestry curtains, wood-panelled walls. When the train finally came to a stop, they all found they were level with the back of the last posh carriage and the front part of the eleventh, which was burgundy, workaday and shabby, bearing the black initials of South Riding Trains. It looked like a poor relation cadging a lift.

When Frank said, ‘What the bloody hell… Is it royal?’ it summed up what was going through Tim’s, Roo’s and Vincent’s heads too. They waited, silent, perplexed as to what was happening. Was this the train they were meant to be getting on? Then the door of the burgundy carriage opened and a man in a smart dark blue uniform hopped out. He looked a bit togged up for a mere guard, they all thought.

‘Everyone for Eskford,’ he said, waving them on, clearly not wanting anyone to dawdle, but no one wanted to anyway. The wind started biting as soon as they’d left the waiting room.

The interior of this carriage was very different to the ones in front: rows of hard seating, half facing forwards, half the other way. South Riding Trains must be in dire straits if they were still utilising carriages this ancient, thought Vincent.

The guard checked the platform was clear, then blew the whistle that was on a cord around his neck. Then he stepped on, slammed the door shut and dusted the snow off his jacket. It had a YB stitched in gold on one lapel, shiny gold buttons, and two gold stripes running down the outer seam of his trousers. This wasn’t a uniform, it was livery.

Jane fumbled in her bag for her ticket so she had it ready to be scanned. Roo pulled a pained expression.

‘I haven’t got a ticket,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t expect—’

‘I wouldn’t worry about tickets today,’ said the guard. ‘We can only take you one stop anyway and besides, I haven’t got the equipment to sell you one.’

‘What’s the train?’ asked Vincent, nodding forwards.

‘The Yorkshire Belle,’ replied the guard. ‘We’re going to Scotland for Christmas, picking up staff at various points along the Lochlann line. We’ll drop you at Eskford and at least you’ll get your connections from there.’ He grabbed hold of the back of a seat for support as the train bucked forwards, as if the driver was a learner, not yet au fait with his gears. He pointed to the stitching on his jacket. ‘The Yorkshire Belle,’ he repeated, surprised that the name met with no reaction. ‘You’ve not heard of it? It’s been in all the newspapers. Pullman designed all the carriages. One of the top ten most luxurious trains in the world. You should see it.’ He sighed wistfully and gave his head a small shake. ‘Millionaires, eh?’

You’d need to be more than a millionaire to afford this setup, thought Frank. He’d be a millionaire if he liquidised all his assets and he couldn’t afford to own even one of those posh carriages, never mind ten plus an engine to pull them.

‘Maiden trip,’ the guard went on. ‘We are meeting Mr and Mrs Ingleton and their friends at Glasgow. You’ll have heard of Dwight J. Ingleton, of course.’

Their blank faces seemed to further stupefy the guard who tried again to jog their memories. ‘American businessman? Very very rich businessman at that. Iron and Steel – surely you’ve read about him?’ Still nothing.

‘And he’s bought himself a train,’ said Frank. ‘Like you do.’ And not a Hornby set either, but a life-size one with Pullman carriages.

‘In a nutshell,’ said the guard. ‘And we’re travelling around Scotland until the New Year. I know it’s work for us, but there are worse jobs.’

‘I hope he’s paying you all well,’ put in Roo. She’d done steward work and they’d treated her like a slave.

‘He’s a very generous man,’ said the guard with a knowing wink. ‘We get our perks. No shortage of people wanting to work for him, even over Christmas.’ He smiled fondly then. ‘He’s taken quite the shine to Yorkshire and his wife’s ancestors were from Scotland, hence why they decided to go there to christen the train. Some folks live in another world, it makes the Orient Express look like a cattle truck.’

‘I’d love to see it,’ Jane said.

‘Can’t show you, alas,’ said the guard, shaking his head. ‘No access via this carriage; besides, we can’t have people stamping their shoes through it before Mr Ingleton.’ He shuddered then as if someone had walked over his grave. ‘Sorry about the temperature, there’s something wrong with the heating in here, but you’ll be off and on your way in about twenty minutes and at least it’s warmer in than out.’

Roo would have questioned that. She blew out her cheeks and saw the ghost of her breath appear like ectoplasm.

Frank placed his hand over Grace’s and whispered, ‘I think he’s having a laugh, don’t you, love?’ Hers didn’t move, didn’t make an effort to flip and curl her fingers around his; it remained stiff. He kept it there though, because she was cold and he wanted to comfort her, defrost her. If only it were as easy as holding her and transferring some of his heat, but she was frozen beyond her bones, beyond her soul.

‘Can I just ask, how big is Eskford station? Are we really likely to get our trains from there?’ asked Elizabeth, leaning forward to speak to the guard who had taken the seat in front of her.

‘Well, the station itself is about the same size as Derringbury, but just because it’s a little station doesn’t mean it’s not as well-connected as the big ones. More than one line goes through it, hence its full name: Eskford Junction.’

Its full name was music to their ears because it sounded busy and reliable. Hope settled in their hearts and stayed there for ten glorious minutes, then the train juddered and ground to a sudden hard stop, the main lights were extinguished and the emergency lights came on.






Chapter 8

‘Is this a joke or a bad dream?’ asked Tim to no one in particular, the tone in his voice reflecting his incredulity. One step forward, two steps back, which seemed to be his life pattern at the moment.

The guard walked to the end of the carriage, took from a hook a heavy greatcoat and a hat with ear flaps and put them on.

‘I’ll find out what’s going on. No need for anyone to panic,’ he said then, heading out of the door into the dancing snowflakes.

The travellers watched him through the windows, trudging forward to the head of the train.

‘I hope it doesn’t suddenly set off without him,’ said Roo.

‘Fat chance,’ grumbled Tim.

Only minutes passed but it felt like an age. No one could do anything but wait; it didn’t look good.

Tim huffed. ‘Should have stayed in the bloody waiting room.’

‘Hindsight is a wonderful thing,’ Frank almost said, but kept quiet because it wouldn’t have helped really.

‘He’s back,’ said Roo, finally seeing movement outside. Sure enough, the guard, accompanied by a second figure, came into view jogging towards their carriage. They boarded, snow heavy on their hats and shoulders and it was indicative of the temperature inside the carriage that it took its time melting from them.

The guard addressed them. ‘I’m sorry about this, everyone, but we’ve encountered a problem.’

‘You don’t say,’ Tim commented, with heavy sarcasm.

‘What sort of problem?’ asked Vincent.

‘It’s the braking system and we can’t go anywhere with that seized up. It means you’ll have to sit tight for a while. Myself and Leonard – the driver here – will have to walk on to the station and get the engineer. Don’t worry, it’s not far.’

‘Eskford?’ Frank drew the obvious conclusion.

‘No, St Hilda, immediately after Eskford. He’s waiting there for us to pick him up. About ten minutes’ walk—’

‘More like twenty, Albert,’ Leonard the driver disputed.

‘Aye, maybe that’s more like it,’ agreed Albert the guard. ‘Twenty minutes then, as the crow flies.’ He waved his hand in the general direction of St Hilda and looked as if he was shaking hands with an invisible man.

‘What – you don’t have a way of communicating with the station other than by walking to it?’ Jane queried. ‘Not even a radio?’

‘Well… radios and… this sort of snow…’ Albert began an explanation about moisture and signal unreliability but abandoned it. His pained expression did all the answering for him without him needing to go on.

‘Technology, eh?’ said Frank, once again looking at his phone screen, but no amount of tapping at it was going to magic up some bars of signal.

‘Anyone got a network that’s operating?’ Vincent asked, replicating the same actions on his huge foldable phone.

‘Nope,’ said Tim, seemingly speaking for everyone.

‘It won’t take us long, I’m sure. It’s a brand new train, you see—’

‘It’s a more modern system than I’m used to,’ butted in Leonard. ‘That’s why we’re carrying a dedicated engineer. Mr Ingleton insisted, in case of…’—his voice withered—‘emergencies.’

‘Except he’s not on yet.’ Grace found she couldn’t stop the snidey comment.

‘No,’ replied Albert, contritely. ‘But please, just stay put and wait. It’ll be sorted. It’s most likely down to the weather, he’ll know what it is as soon as he sees it. He’s an expert.’ He reached into his deep coat pockets and pulled out a big, leather glove from each side. ‘The sooner we get there, the sooner we get back with him.’

He gave them a semblance of a smile, meant to be encouraging as he slipped on those gloves. Leonard the driver switched on the bulky torch he had in his hand and together they got off and started walking across the snow and the train passengers watched them until they disappeared into the wintery darkness, the light of the torch swallowed up by it also.

Inside the carriage no one said anything for a few minutes. Then Tim’s voice broke the silence.

‘What next, I wonder? Plague of frogs?’

‘I dread to think,’ said Vincent. It seemed to be growing colder by the second and ‘next’ was probably them all freezing to death. The chill was finding its way through even the thickest of their coats.

A full half-hour passed very slowly. Then Jane asked anyone who might care to answer,

‘Do you think I would be allowed to use the toilet when the train is standing? I’m not sure you’re supposed to but I don’t fancy going outside.’

She was answered by a chorus of variations of: ‘Sod what’s allowed’ and ‘If you need to go, you must.’ She stood up and stumbled. Roo got up quickly to aid her, escorting her down to the bottom of the carriage where the loo was. ‘I’m sorry, I stupidly didn’t eat before I set off.’ Clifford would have been furious at her for that. We don’t expect vehicles to run on empty, so why would we expect people to? Sometimes it was as if he was next to her speaking the words in her ear, but that was because they had spent so much time together over the years and she was still acclimatising to not having him around, looking out for her, so her silly imagination was filling in the gaps.

‘This is ridiculous,’ said Grace, shaking from cold. ‘We’ll either freeze or starve to death at this rate.’

Without saying anything, Frank rose from his seat and headed to the back door.

‘Where are you going? Not out there, Frank,’ his wife said.

‘Well… I’m going to see if there is any way we can get on the main part of the train.’ Never mind rich Americans wanting their toy to be pristine when they got on it at Glasgow, this was a needs-must situation and not only for toilets. Or Mr Dwight J. Ingleton’s maiden trip was going to be blighted by a death on his hands.

‘I’ll come with you,’ said Vincent, pulling his woolly hat out of his pocket. His mum had knitted it for him years ago and it was still going strong. Everything she put her hand to was built to last, including her son.



The two men braced themselves against the blizzard and wondered if the guard and driver had got to their destination yet because the conditions were treacherous. How could they even see where they were going in this, and torchlight wouldn’t have made much – if any – difference. The first door of the Yorkshire Belle’s rear carriage was locked, so they pushed on to the next door – also locked. But the door of the next carriage was mercifully unlocked. They stepped inside and entered another world: the floor with its thick custom-patterned carpet, the wood-panelled walls, the gleaming brass door handles, the exquisite cut-glass light fittings; an inimitable smell of newness greeting them. Even this small vestibule was twenty times grander than the carriage they’d come from.

‘Wow,’ said Vincent.

‘Jesus,’ Frank echoed the sentiment if not the exact word. How the other half lived indeed. But the opulence took second place to the joyous light and warmth. They opened the door into the main saloon part of the car and gasped like kids as they found themselves in a bar area, with claret and ivory curtains at the windows, co-ordinating upholstered chairs and bench seats, and tables polished to a high shine. In the far corner was the bar itself, crafted from mid-brown wood, with burr walnut inlay. Crystal glasses sparkled on their shelves, bottles stood shoulder to shoulder ready to serve.

Frank looked at Vincent.

‘I could do with a drink after today,’ he said.

‘I think we should get everyone in here and avail ourselves of something from behind that fancy-dancing counter. Purely for medicinal purposes, of course,’ said Vincent with a cheeky grin.

‘That sounds like a plan,’ replied Frank.






Chapter 9

‘Right, folks, this is what’s happening,’ said a snow-encrusted Vincent as soon as he’d got back onto the dark, cold, crummy South Riding Trains car. ‘We’re all getting onto the front part of the train. It’s warm, it’s certainly more comfortable than here and seeing as we have no idea how long it’s going to be before we set off again, I think Mr Ingleton is just going to have to like it and lump it that he and his friends aren’t the first people to check out the amenities.’

‘It’s not a long walk, though it might feel like it, but every step you take is one nearer to a much more comfortable situation,’ Frank added, brushing the snow from his head with his meaty paw. ‘Come on, everybody.’

‘We can’t do that, Frank,’ said Grace.

‘Yes, we can and we are, love, so up you get. Leave the cases, ladies, we’ll come back for those. Just get yourselves out of here and into civilisation before you catch hypothermia.’

When Grace stood, she realised how stiff her limbs were from the cold that had already settled in them. Even if she felt uncomfortable about the decision to trespass onto someone else’s property, she’d do as he asked, for the old lady’s sake if not hers because she shouldn’t have to put up with this.

‘Let me help you,’ she said to Jane, taking her handbag for her. She and Elizabeth aided Jane down the steps and they all linked arms as they walked towards the unlocked second Belle carriage as directed. The wind seemed insistent on blowing them back and, just as Frank said, the journey seemed much longer than it actually was. The relief was sweet when they finally climbed aboard, breathless from the effort of fighting with the elements, their faces smarting from the snow that had stung their skin like small icy insects. Jane flopped down onto a plush wine-coloured couch and then immediately stood up again, looking for a cloth or throw to put underneath her so she didn’t dampen the beautiful brocade.

‘It’ll dry out in no time,’ said Elizabeth, ‘I wouldn’t worry.’ She looked around. What a difference between this carriage and the one they had just vacated. Not only in comfort, for it felt as if they had crossed a timeline, been transported back to an art deco world of decades ago.



Vincent hefted two suitcases through the snow, delivered them to the bar and then returned for more. Frank was on his second trip and Tim was doing a check around the unlit end carriage to make sure they had everything.

‘I hope we aren’t expected to bring it all back in five minutes because I shall flatly refuse,’ Tim said.

‘I think we all will,’ agreed Vincent.

The three men trudged forward with the remainder of the luggage and when Vincent, the last man on, closed the Belle’s train door, the warmth of the carriage felt like an embrace. They stood in the vestibule to shake the snow off their coats before joining the others. The fat upholstered seats in the bar were a million miles kinder on the bottom than the hard ones in the South Riding Trains car.

‘Just look at that,’ said Jane, marvelling at the weather outside, which seemed to have grown worse in mere minutes. The snowflakes were diving chaotically, being whipped up again by the wind before they had the chance to rest upon the ground.

‘Was this even forecast?’ asked Grace.

‘Rain turning to sleet when I checked,’ replied Vincent.

‘It’s just like what happened a few years ago, isn’t it?’ said Elizabeth. She remembered it well. At the time, her father had a stomach bug and she’d moved back into the family home from her flat above the company offices to look after him over Christmas. They’d been trapped together and he’d been more bad-tempered and ungrateful than ever before, and it was quite a feat to better his best at being hard to please.

‘I suppose we should make some intros, seeing as we are going to be spending a little time with each other,’ said Vincent, starting the ball rolling. ‘Vincent – or Vince, I answer to either.’

‘Ruby,’ said the woman in the pink coat with the badger flash in her hair. ‘Though I prefer Roo.’

‘Frank,’ said the strong, square-shouldered man who looked as if he must have done some boxing in his time. ‘And this is my wife, Grace.’

The old lady next. ‘Jane.’

‘Tim,’ said the tall man with the surfeit of white hair. He said his name as if he had given part of his soul away at the same time.

And finally, the woman in the camel coat, golden hair pinned in a perfect French plait: ‘Elizabeth.’

They all wondered collectively how much time they’d be spending with each other. How often they’d need to use their names.

‘I could murder a coffee,’ said Grace.

‘I think a round of warm drinks would do us all good,’ added Roo.

‘Or something stronger, perhaps.’ Frank tipped his head towards the brass and burr walnut bar in the far corner.

‘Absolutely not,’ said Grace to that. ‘What if the guard comes back? He’ll throw us off.’

‘I’d like to see him try.’ Jane chuckled. ‘I’m willing to take my chances.’

‘So am I.’ Vincent nodded and so did Elizabeth.

‘Count me in too.’

Grace threw up her arms in a small surrender; it seemed like she was outvoted.

‘Allow me.’ Frank stood up and walked over to the bar. He lifted up a flap to get behind it. The newness shouted at him, everything pristine and ready for a very rich family’s use. His eyes took in the many bottles on display – there was nothing they didn’t have. He opened up various cupboards under the counter which were stocked to capacity.

‘Well, what would everyone like? They have your favourite here, Grace: Grand Marnier.’

Grace opened her mouth to say that she wasn’t sure but her husband was already pouring it.

‘My husband Clifford used to love that,’ said Jane, unwrapping the scarf from around her neck. ‘He always used to say that it was Christmas in a glass. But as for me, I’d like a brandy, please.’

‘Courvoisier? Calvados? Armagnac…?’

‘Ooh, a calvados sounds wonderful,’ trilled Jane. ‘Apples, one of my five a day.’

Frank picked up the bottle and read the label: Adrien Camut. Prestigious at that. His eyebrows rose involuntarily. He knew how much this aged bottle would cost. He should have felt guilty about being the first to break into it, but he really didn’t. So many things had gone wrong on this journey, a little respite was needed. And if Ingleton was rich enough to buy a train, a measure from a three – maybe four – hundred pound bottle of apple brandy wouldn’t break him. He only hoped Mr Ingleton wasn’t some sort of gangster who took violently against anyone christening his virgin train supplies. Too late; his hand twisted – the seal was broken, the damage was done. He lifted one of the crystal brandy balloons from the holders above his head and tilted the bottle over it.

Roo left her seat and approached the counter. ‘I’ll be your waitress for the day.’ She smiled.

‘Thank you,’ said Frank, slipping easily into his role of bartender. Home from home, of course, but this was a few notches above his little place by the sea.

Roo delivered the weighty crystal glasses to Grace and Jane. Drinks always tasted more delicious in this sort of receptacle, she thought, although her dad would have been equally blissed out by drinking Bacardi from a tea-stained mug.

Jane put her nose inside the balloon and inhaled the fruity, warm aroma. It reminded her of sweet pastries being sold in a sunny Normandy market; her first holiday of many there with her beloved Clifford. She let herself savour the little bubble of happiness the memory brought – the glimmer – before she let her lips touch the dark, rich liquid.

Grace coughed as the orange fumes of her Grand Marnier hit the back of her throat. Frank remembered the first time she’d tried it – at his parents’ house one Christmas. She’d coughed just like that, and Frank’s dad had said, let me get you something else instead, love, and went to take it away from her and she’d snatched it out of his reach and said, don’t you dare, Mr O’Carroll. She’d made him laugh. She made him laugh so much in the years that followed too, until it had all ground to a halt. Until their lives had ground to a halt.

Elizabeth had a Courvoisier, Vincent a Jack Daniels. Then Frank poured an Irish whiskey for Tim, Roo and himself.

There was a shiny silver ice-bucket on the counter, the name of the train etched in fine scroll on the side. Its insulating qualities must have been second to none because it was full to the top with ice and none of it had melted. All in preparation for the rich Mr Ingleton, no doubt, when he boarded and someone poured him a welcoming snifter so he could toast his colossal, expensive, iron toy.

Frank joined the others sitting around one of the wooden tables, inlaid with the same marquetry as that on the walls. Someone had distributed square leather coasters, half off-white, half dark blue with the Yorkshire Belle name in gold, just like the outside of the train. Mr Ingleton was a man who liked his merchandise copious and tastefully branded, it seemed.

The carriage seemed extra snug for the crazed weather view from the windows. They could have all been in a snow globe that a giant had just shaken.

‘I hope the guard and the driver aren’t lying out there somewhere,’ said Roo, unfastening her pink furry coat now that she was finally warm enough to do so.

‘Me too, but it would be downright stupid to go out there and try to look for them,’ said Grace. ‘We just have to hope they knew where they were going and got there safely.’

‘Shhh, everyone,’ said Jane, holding up her hand. ‘I can hear someone.’

They fell silent to listen. There was a man’s voice, faint, in the distance. Then a chuckle. Tim got up and walked down the carriage, hunting the source of the sound. It was getting louder, closer. He traced it to the corner. A vintage box radio was sitting on a shelf full of leather-bound books, looking like a tatty interloper. He wasn’t one for interior design but maybe this was a feature; something so shabby it became chic.

‘It’s a radio that’s been left on,’ said Tim, picking it up, tweaking up the volume.

‘Bring it over,’ said Frank. ‘There might be some travel news.’

Tim set it down in the middle of the table.

‘That of course was Nat King Cole. I imagine we are all putting some coal on our fires tonight, aren’t we?’ said the disembodied voice coming from the radio speaker, with a chuckle at the end for his pun. ‘Goodness me, what weather.’ A gentle voice, older, someone missing most of – if not all – his teeth.

‘You’re listening to BBC Radio Brian. The real BBC. That’s Brian Bernard Cosgrove, not the British Broadcasting Corporation. Coming to you from the very snowy moors of Yorkshire. I hope you’re all safe and sound in your houses. Blimey, it’s wild out there, isn’t it?’

‘BBC Radio Brian,’ repeated Tim with a humph. ‘I wonder how many listeners he’s got.’

‘Well, seven at least,’ said Jane.

‘I think we need one of the main news stations,’ said Tim, twiddling the knob first one way, then the other, but apart from white noise and a very very faint unstable connection to a foreign station, he found nothing. So back to Brian he headed.

‘Considering that we seem to be cut off from the rest of mankind, he might be the only way we have of finding out any information. I vote we keep him playing until his battery runs out,’ he said.
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