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      The elderly man tucked the tail of his wife’s coat inside, then pushed the passenger door closed. He straightened up as best he could, trying to ignore the protests from his ageing body.

      Getting old was a pain in the… well, the whole body.

      David Hayes grimaced, finding no mirth in his own joke.

      He hobbled around the back of the car, nodding a greeting to a young mother pushing a shopping trolley laden with groceries. Her young son sat facing her in the trolley’s child seat, chewing on a carrot stick, and as they passed the rear of the car, he held out a chubby little hand, offering David a bite of the carrot.

      Despite his aches and pains, David smiled and shook his head. That was the best age, but sadly, it didn’t last long enough. Cute little kids became moody, cranky teenagers who then left home, only to be heard from at Christmas and on birthdays.

      David took a deep breath, then opened the driver’s door of the car and eased himself into the seat.

      “Alright, dear?” he asked, more out of habit than anything else, as he fumbled in the pocket of his tweed jacket for the car keys.

      “Can’t complain.”

      Carole never complained. She was always grateful, no matter what happened… and they had plenty to complain about.

      The car engine grumbled and coughed before reluctantly settling into an uneven idle. He selected reverse, then checked the mirrors and backed the car out of the parking space.

      There was a loud honk, and he jumped in his seat, instinctively jamming his foot on the brake pedal. With difficulty, he turned stiffly and looked over his shoulder to see a dark blue BMW flashing its lights. The driver gave him the middle finger before revving the engine and accelerating past.

      “Bloody impatient bugger,” he muttered, then checked his mirrors again before reversing. Why was everyone in such a hurry?

      Exiting the supermarket carpark, he took a left turn, taking the route that led through the outer suburbs on the northern edge of Winchester toward their home just outside the village of Stockbridge. Once out of the city, it was a pleasant drive along country lanes lined with hedgerows and stone walls. It was one of those beautiful spring days where the sun held warmth, and the clouds that punctuated the deep blue sky were for decoration rather than threatening rain. The rolling green fields of Hampshire spread out on either side and bunches of daffodils and buttercups dotted the roadside.

      The scenery lifted David’s mood and he and Carole settled into a comfortable silence as they drove deeper into the countryside. They loved their part of the world and couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

      After twenty-five minutes, David indicated left, then pulled into the narrow lane leading toward their cottage. The road surface was pitted and broken and he guided the car carefully around the worst of the potholes, as the edges of the road tapered in, and the ancient hedgerows on each side towered over the car, creating a tunnel effect. The road curved to the right as it narrowed further, and he honked a warning before continuing cautiously around the corner.

      As the road straightened, he saw two vehicles heading towards him at speed. He braked instinctively, but in his panic stalled, and the little hatchback jerked to a halt.

      The oncoming vehicles, a black SUV and a sleek black sedan, flashed their lights and honked, showing no sign of giving way.

      David’s heart raced and his hand trembled as he reached for the ignition key and twisted it. The car lurched forward, but didn’t start. He tried again, this time putting his foot on the clutch and the car started, but he had nowhere to go, the two black vehicles filling the lane in front of him. Engaging reverse, he glanced at his wife. Her face was pale, her eyes wide, and her hands gripped the seat belt across her chest.

      The SUV honked and flashed its lights again.

      “Okay, okay,” he grumbled. “I’m moving.”

      He backed up as best as he could, but the high banks and hedgerows lining both sides of the lane gave him no option to get out of the way. He glanced toward the front again, hoping the convoy had moved over a little so he could squeeze past, but the grill of the SUV loomed in his windshield as if pushing him along.

      Gritting his teeth, he looked back, and reversed around the corner until the lane widened slightly and moved the car closer to the edge of the road. There was a loud thud, and the car lurched at an angle as the left rear wheel entered a ditch.

      “Dammit.”

      He pressed his right foot on the accelerator, but the car struggled to move, the little engine whining in protest. The black SUV honked again, then pushed through the gap between the hatchback and the hedgerow on the other side of the lane, followed closely by the large sedan.

      The heavily tinted windows prevented them from seeing inside, but they didn’t have to. They knew who it was.

      It was the new neighbour.
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      John slipped the clutch, easing the car forward, then turned left down the ramp leading off the Eurotunnel Shuttle and onto the platform. He blipped the throttle of his 1970 Porsche 911S, the 180 horsepower flat-six engine giving a satisfying bark from the exhaust, earning a grin and a thumbs up from one of the Eurotunnel workers standing beside the train.

      John waved back, then searched for the exit signs while a growing nervousness churned away in the pit of his stomach.

      He had left Lisbon three days earlier, taking a leisurely drive north, stopping for the night in northern Spain, then once again in a small town in the French countryside before boarding Le Shuttle in Calais. He’d avoided the toll routes, taking instead the country roads, a slower, less direct route, but in the car that was his pride and joy, much more fun. It served another purpose, too. Delaying his arrival.

      He climbed slowly through the gears, short-shifting, keeping the revs low, until the engine temperatures warmed up. He’d had the car stripped back to bare paint and then restored, but it was still over fifty years old, and needed to be handled with respect.

      Ignoring the signs for the M20, he followed the directions he had programmed into the sat-nav. Directions leading to the minor roads heading west toward the city of Winchester. It would take him longer, almost doubling the journey time, but he was in no hurry.

      The truth was, England was almost like a new country to him. He had turned his back on the country of his birth since Charlotte’s funeral1. There were memories he didn’t want to relive, but they only accounted for some of the nerves. It was the thought of seeing his parents after so long that was causing the most apprehension. But John had made a promise to the parents of Trevor Hughes,2 the young man killed by Atman. A promise he hadn’t meant to keep until Adriana convinced him otherwise… and she was usually right.

      John slowed for a junction, downshifting with a blip on the throttle to match the revs, and cast a quick glance at the oil temperature. Warm enough. He checked to his right for oncoming traffic, then accelerated out of the junction, changing gear only when the needle on the rev counter was just below the red line. The growl of the flat-six boxer engine made the hair on his arms stand up, and he grinned. He never tired of it. The car wasn’t powerful by modern standards, but the rawness, the way it involved him as a driver, the constant feedback from the steering and the suspension, more than made up for the lack of modern technology. He concentrated on the road for the next few minutes, a huge grin on his face, the winding ‘B’ road giving plenty of opportunity to work the gears, then when it joined a wider ‘A’ road he allowed his thoughts to wander back to his parents.

      His father had always been distant, even while growing up, and he’d had little to do with his parents once he finished school and left home. Birthdays, Christmas, and the occasional call in between, had been the extent of the contact. But when Charlotte was murdered, John had struggled with grief for a long time, and he had shut himself off. Getting his revenge on her killers had helped somewhat, but even then, he had no desire to revisit his old life in England. Memories from the past were better left buried. The wounds were still too raw, and he could feel himself tensing up, his heart rate increasing.

      He stamped hard on the accelerator, flashed his lights and pulled out to pass a slow-moving hatchback. His knuckles turned white as he gripped the steering wheel, still accelerating well past the car, until a sharp bend forced him to brake heavily. John took a deep, slow breath, calming himself, and continued at a more sensible speed. Wrapping himself around a tree wouldn’t help anyone.

      John checked the journey time on the GPS. There was still plenty of time left before he would see them. He might as well enjoy the drive.
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      John downshifted, made the turn, then immediately slammed on the brakes.

      The lane ahead was rutted and pitted with holes, the tarred surface in desperate need of repair.

      John frowned. Granted, he hadn’t been back in years, but he had never seen it this bad. Slipping the car into first, he moved slowly forward, scanning the road ahead for the best route, trying to avoid the worst of the potholes. But the narrow lane provided little room to manoeuvre, and he winced at the sound of metal on stone as something underneath the car ground along the broken road surface. The joy from the last couple of hours' cross-country drive evaporated as he crawled up the lane toward the cottage. John couldn’t understand how it had fallen into such disrepair.

      A few painful minutes later, John pulled up outside the cottage and turned the engine off.

      Willow Cottage looked shabbier than he remembered. The paint on the window frames was peeling, the lawn looked like it hadn’t been mown in months, and the garden, his mother’s pride and joy, was filled with weeds.

      John hadn’t told his parents that he was coming. He’d wanted to leave a way out in case he changed his mind, and even now he was hoping they weren’t home. But their car was in the driveway and the net curtains in the living room window twitched as someone peered out.

      Taking another deep breath, he opened the door and stepped out. He twisted from side to side, easing out the kinks from the long drive, and inhaled a deep lungful of fresh country air while gazing out over the fields. A pheasant crowed from a nearby copse, and John sighed.

      Now he was here, he might as well make the most of it. Turning back toward the house, he opened the wooden gate and walked up the brick pathway toward the house. He was halfway along the pathway when the door opened and his heart skipped a beat.

      His father stood in the doorway, his eyes narrowed as he peered over the top of his reading glasses. His gaze moved past John and lingered on the red Porsche for a moment, then back to John.

      “John,” he nodded, his moustache twitching as he pursed his lips. “You’d best be coming in then.”
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      “Who is it, dear?”

      “John.”

      John heard a squeal of delight, and he smiled for the first time. He shouldn’t have left it so long. Stepping inside, he pulled the door closed behind him, taking a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dim light. There was something about the air inside that was instantly familiar.

      John saw his mother struggling to rise from an armchair near the window and he rushed over and eased her back into her chair. She threw her arms around him and he closed his eyes and leaned forward, then after a moment wrapped his arms around her.

      “Hi, Mum,” he murmured into her shoulder, as a lump formed in his throat.

      “Oh, John, John.” She released her embrace and held him at arm's length, studying his face with moist eyes. “It’s been so long.”

      John swallowed and looked away, unable to maintain eye contact.

      She let go, and he straightened up, looking over his shoulder for his father, who stood in the hallway that led toward the kitchen.

      “Dad,” John nodded a greeting.

      “I’ll get you some tea,” he replied gruffly, and disappeared down the hallway.

      “Don’t mind him. He’s become a grump.”

      John turned back to his mother and smiled. “He always was.”

      His mother giggled, the sound at once comforting, and filling John with warmth. He looked around for somewhere to sit, then grabbed one of the dining chairs and placed it beside her armchair.

      “How have you been?” he asked, as he sat down beside her.

      “I can’t complain, John.” She reached out and took his hand. “I’m getting older, that’s all… but tell me about you. It’s been so long.”

      “Yeah,” John sighed. “I… I’m sorry.” He shrugged and gazed around the living room of the cottage. “After… you know… I couldn’t come back.”

      He felt his mother squeeze his hand and recognised his own sorrow mirrored in her eyes. But then she smiled. “We loved her too, John.”

      John looked away, his eyes welling with tears, just as his father walked into the room carrying a tray. He stopped, looked over at John, frowned, then placed the tray on the dining table.

      John let go of his mother’s hand, blinked the tears from his eyes, stood up, and crossed the room. He stood next to his father and looked down at the tray holding a teapot and three cups. Beside them was a side plate with several chocolate biscuits, a small bowl of sugar cubes, and a jug of milk.

      “Give it a minute. It needs to brew.”

      John nodded, not knowing what to say. He had been close to his mum, but his father had always been distant and reserved. It seemed now, as if the distance had increased, but then John felt a hand on his shoulder.

      “Welcome home,” his father muttered, then let go, and reached for a cup. “Sugar?”

      “No. Thank you.”

      His father nodded, and set up the other two cups, placing a cube of sugar in his own. John watched him pour the milk — he always put the milk first — then pick up the teapot and give it a swirl, before topping up the cups with tea.

      John carried a cup over to his mother, who winked as she took it from him. John went back for his own and then stood awkwardly beside his father, both holding their teacups and staring at nothing in particular.

      David Hayes cleared his throat. “Will you be staying?”

      “Yes… if that’s okay.”

      “Of course,” Carole piped up from the other side of the room. “Stay as long as you like.”

      John smiled at her, then glanced at his father, who nodded and took a sip of his tea.

      He wiped his moustache with the back of his hand and said, “Your mother insisted on keeping your room as you left it. She said you would come back.”

      John looked away and took a large gulp of tea so he didn’t have to say anything.
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      John reached behind the seat for his bag. He was travelling light, just one leather holdall enough to carry what he needed. There wasn’t much room in the little sports car for anything else.

      “Is that all?”

      John jumped, not expecting the voice behind him, and he turned to see his father looking at the bag in his hand.

      “Yup. I travel light.”

      “Not planning to stay long?”

      “I told you, I travel light.”

      “Hmm,” his father replied, his attention moving to the car. His face visibly softened as his eyes roamed the interior.

      John moved aside and held the door open. “Take a look.”

      David stepped forward, bending down to look inside. “You’ve kept it original.”

      “Almost. I’ve upgraded the brakes, suspension, sound system, and had a bit of work done to the engine. Mainly for reliability and safety, but the rest is stock.”

      “She’s beautiful.”

      John dangled the car keys in front of his father’s face. “Start her up.”

      David hesitated, a twitch of his moustache hinting at a smile, then took the keys from John and lowered himself into the driver’s seat.

      A moment later, he actually smiled as the Porsche engine burst into life. He turned his head slightly, so his left ear could hear the engine at the rear, and he blipped the throttle.

      “She’s a beauty. Early 70s?”

      “1970.”

      His father nodded. “I saw one once, in the High Street. Beautiful. But expensive even then.” He looked up at John. “It must cost an arm and a leg now.”

      John shrugged. “In some ways I’ve been fortunate, Dad.”

      His father's eyes roamed John’s face, as if looking for something, then he nodded. Reaching out, he switched off the engine, then sat silently looking out the windshield. After several moments, he said, “We miss her too, John.”

      John couldn’t think of anything to say, so he straightened up and gazed across the fields. Fields he had walked across with Charlotte. He forced the memory back into the box and mentally closed the lid, as he felt a hand on his arm.

      His father was smiling for the second time since John's arrival. “Perhaps we can go for a drive later?”

      “Definitely.” John stepped back, then reached down and helped his father out of the car, David grunting with the effort, his knees cracking and popping as he stood up.

      “What happened to the road?” John nodded toward the lane behind the car. “It was never this bad.”

      “No.” David shook his head, his smile fading rapidly.

      John waited for him to say more, but when he didn’t, John probed further. “Has Lord Atwell run out of money?”

      The access to Willow Cottage, technically a ‘byway,’ crossed the Atwell Estate and had been maintained by Lord Atwell and his family for generations.

      “Lord Atwell has gone. Lost all his money to the bookies, then put a shotgun in his mouth and blew a hole in his head.”

      “What? No!”

      “Yes.” His father exhaled loudly. “There’s a new owner now. A foreigner. Bought the Estate for a song. But he doesn’t like to spend money on the road.”

      John frowned. “But he has to. It’s a legal requirement.”

      “Huh,” David snorted and closed the car door.

      John looked back down the road, at the water-filled potholes and the encroaching branches from the overgrown hedgerow. “Have you spoken to the council?”

      “I’ve tried, but why will they listen to me? I’m an old man.”

      John turned back and looked at his father, who suddenly looked very frail. His shoulders were slumped, his head hung low, and there was a slight tremor in his hand as he handed John the keys. John hefted the bag in his left hand, taking his father’s arm in his right. “I’ll speak to them for you.”

      “Good luck with that,” his father harrumphed. “You haven’t met the new owner yet.”
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      The knuckles of Xie Longwei's hand turned white as he dug his fingertips into the leather covered centre console of his Mercedes Maybach S600.

      Who the hell did Philip Symonds think he was? The stupid little man in his badly cut tweed suit and his tiny office stuffed full of files. He probably lived alone in a semi-detached house with a cat and ate microwaved meals in front of his TV.

      The Atwell Estate was Xie’s property, and Xie alone decided what he did with it. He had spent a considerable fortune repairing and updating the property after the previous owner had let it fall into disrepair. How on earth did the man think he had the right to tell Xie what to do? No-one told Xie what to do.

      The West had a lot of things going for it, but the democracy they crowed about was highly overrated. Back in China, if he wanted something done, it was done. No questions asked.

      He ground his teeth together and clenched his fist as the Maybach slowed, the black Range Rover in front turning into the entranceway of his estate. The large wrought-iron gates swung open, and the Range Rover accelerated through and up the long curving driveway toward the house. The Maybach followed smoothly after, Xie ignoring the salute from the guard at the entrance. He paid no attention to the expansive parkland, or the herds of grazing deer sheltering in the shade of the oak and sycamore trees. Today it gave him no pleasure. He could only think about his meeting with the irritating councillor.

      And the racism… he saw it in the eyes of the man when he walked into his office. What did these white devils think of themselves? The Chinese were a superior race, and always had been. China had been a civilised empire for thousands of years while the West had been bickering over turnips and cabbages.

      The two vehicles pulled up in front of Atwell Manor, and Xie waited impatiently as his two Chinese bodyguards fanned out from the Range Rover, their eyes hidden behind dark glasses, their suit jackets unbuttoned, allowing rapid access to their shoulder holstered weapons if necessary. Phillip Symonds had no idea of who he was dealing with.

      His door opened, and the driver stood to attention, holding the door as Xie climbed out. Xie grunted a curt thank you, then made his way up the steps toward the front door of the house, grimacing at the complaints from his knees. The weather here didn’t suit him either; the constant dampness seeping into his joints.

      “Soup,” he barked at the Chinese cook waiting at the top of the steps. Xie didn’t have to explain which soup. The cook had been with him long enough to know when his chi was blocked.
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      John slowed to a walking pace, his breath visible as clouds of vapour in the chilly morning air. It was much cooler than in Portugal, and at first he’d found the run difficult until he had warmed up.

      The sun stood just above the horizon and the sky was a crisp blue, with not a cloud in sight. Stopping, he stood with his hands on his hips, gazing around at the landscape falling away on each side of the bridle-path. A distant fox barked, and a rabbit halted in the middle of the ploughed field, raising its head in search of danger. John grinned. The English countryside on a clear day was beautiful... but he certainly didn’t miss the winters.

      He had slept well, surprisingly well. Three days of driving had taken its toll, but it was being home with his parents that had finally relaxed him. The guilt he had carried for so long had fallen away, leaving him feeling lighter and free.

      The delight in his mother’s eyes melted his heart, and even his father had warmed up, bringing out a bottle of his prized single malt to share with John after dinner. John wasn’t a whisky guy—had never developed a taste for it—but he wasn’t about to turn down the opportunity to re-connect with his father.

      There were many things that were the same, as if he had never left, although they were older and frailer than he remembered, which was to be expected. Time waited for no-one.

      His parents interacted with the comfort of years of marriage. They grumbled and teased, but beneath it all lay a genuine care for each other. John didn’t have that kind of relationship—at least not yet. Charlotte hadn’t lived long enough, and his relationship with Adriana, although filled with love, was still only a few years old.

      Filling his lungs with the crisp, cold morning air, he smiled. Adriana had been right. If she hadn’t pushed him, he wouldn’t have come back. He checked his watch, but it was still a little early to call her. Shaking his arms out, he rotated his head, loosening his neck, and rolled his shoulders, before setting off again.

      He was still a couple of miles from home, and was cutting across the Estate on a bridle-path, part of the network of ancient public pathways that criss-crossed the countryside. Nearing the edge of the field, he slowed to climb a stile set in the hedgerow. There was a sign next to it, and John frowned.

      Private Property. No Entry.

      Strange. Had he taken a wrong turn? He looked back the way he had come to make sure, then climbed onto the bottom step of the stile and looked across the next field. He could just make out the roof of his parents’ cottage several fields away. He was in the right place. Shrugging, he vaulted over the stile, landing easily on the other side, and continued on his run. Whatever the new owner thought, bridle-ways were a public right of way, and no amount of signs on them could stop the public using them.
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      “Good morning, Mum,” John leaned in and kissed his mother on the cheek. “That smells good.”

      “I hope you still like black pudding?”

      His stomach growled, even though he rarely had more than coffee for breakfast. But he didn’t want to disappoint his mother. “Yes, and how can I turn down yours?”

      Carole chuckled.

      “Can I make some coffee?”

      “Oh, John,” his mother turned away from the stove. “We don’t have any. Your father and I only drink tea.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll pop out and get some later.”

      “I’ve made a fresh pot of tea, if you want some.”

      John smiled. “Thanks. Where’s Dad?”

      “He’s in the bathroom. He takes a little longer these days.”

      “Still shaving every day?”

      “What do you think?”

      John chuckled and rubbed his chin. “He must hate seeing my stubble.”

      Carole wiped her hands on her apron, then placed both hands on John’s arms and gazed up at him. “He’s thrilled to see you, John. I know he doesn’t say much, but he loves you.”

      John nodded and looked away, embarrassed. Changing the subject, he asked, “Hey, what’s with all the 'No Entry' signs on the Estate? I ran across it this morning.”

      A shadow passed across his mother’s face. She looked down, then back up at John. “There’s been a lot of changes since Lord Atwell… passed.” Her eyes flicked over John’s shoulder, and she lowered her voice. “Try not to talk about it in front of your father. He gets very angry, and it’s not good for him.”

      “What’s not good for me?”

      John felt his mother’s hands let go, and he fixed a smile on his face, before turning to see his father enter the kitchen. He was freshly shaved, his hair slicked down in an arrow-straight side parting, and a tightly knotted tie jutted proudly from the neck of his crisp checked shirt.

      “Black pudding,” John replied hurriedly. “Too much oil.”

      “What nonsense,” his father grumbled. “Don’t fill your mother’s head with these new-fangled health fads. I’m as strong as an ox.”

      “And as stubborn as a mule,” Carole retorted, with a wink at John. “Now, John, have a shower and change. Your breakfast is ready.”
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      John walked slowly down the High Street. He could have gone anywhere, but he was drawn to one place in particular.

      He stopped, stepping back into an empty doorway to avoid blocking the footpath and gazed across the street at the café where he had first met Charlotte. His heart was doing a dance in the middle of his chest, and there was a tingling in the tips of his fingers. He clenched his hands into fists and released them, then did it again. It was almost as if something in his subconscious took a perverse pleasure in digging up old memories.

      He remembered that day like it was yesterday. He was sitting at a table in the window; the same table occupied now by a young couple who sat ignoring each other, staring at their phones. The café had been full, just like today. He smiled, as the memory of her walking in played like a movie in his mind. It had felt as if the breath had been sucked from his lungs, and he couldn’t take his eyes off her. When she sat at the next table, the only seat available, time had stood still.

      Charlotte had been the first to speak, asking him to pass the sugar, and after a nervous start, the conversation flowed so well that an hour passed without them realising.

      His smile broadened as he remembered her laugh, the sparkle in her eyes, her golden hair catching the sunlight from the window. He had felt guilty about the fading of her memory, but now he saw her smiling, almost as if she was standing in front of him. He saw her lips move, and although he couldn’t hear anything, it felt as if she was saying, ‘everything is okay.’

      "Excuse me."

      He flinched, startled by a voice behind him. John stepped out of the doorway and smiled at the young man, trying to get past. “I’m sorry.”

      The man grunted a reply, then walked away up the street as the door banged shut behind him.

      John took a deep breath, then crossed the street and entered the café. It buzzed with animated conversation, and the air was filled with the promise of freshly roasted coffee. At the checkout he picked up a bag of coffee powder and a small French press, ordered a coffee to go, then leaned against the counter while it was being made, and watched the customers.

      The young couple in the window were still staring at their phones, and John smiled. If only they could interact with each other, or the people around them. There was a whole magnificent world waiting to be experienced, a world far more fulfilling than they could ever experience through the screens of their phones.

      His own life had truly begun at that table simply by engaging with the person next to him. Yes, there had been sorrow, heartbreak, and loss, but there had also been love, laughter, and adventure. If he could rewind to the day when he saw Charlotte for the first time, he would do it all over again.

      “Black coffee for John Hayes?”

      John turned back to the counter, flashed a big smile at the barista, and took his coffee.

      “Have a great day, sir.”

      “Thank you.” John’s smile widened. “I intend to.”
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      John took an indirect route back to his car, through the grounds of Winchester Cathedral. Students lounged on the grass, some studying, others giggling, flirting, and laughing with the carefree spirit of youth.

      Little seemed to have changed since he was last there. Some shops were different, and people spent most of their time engrossed in their phones, but the atmosphere was the same. It was still the quaint little city he had left, but he couldn’t imagine living there again. The city hadn’t changed much, but he had. Significantly.

      Once back at the car, he placed his shopping in the passenger footwell and climbed in. Two young boys stood on the footpath, watching, their eyes widening as he started the engine and gave it a rev. They looked up at their father, and said something John couldn’t hear, but the expression on their faces was enough. Grinning, John gave them a wave, then pulled out of the parking space and headed home.

      He drove slowly and, once out in the countryside, wound down the windows, making the most of the crisp air and sunshine of spring.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket and, shifting position with one eye on the road, he retrieved it and took a quick glance at the screen.

      Adriana.

      The phone rang off before he could answer and he drove on for a little while until he found a lay-by and pulled over. Switching the engine off, he stared out the windshield for a moment, confused by the emotions doing battle inside his head.

      John loved Adriana with all of his heart, so why was he hesitating to call her back?

      He was excited, of course, but there was guilt, too. He’d never made a secret of his feelings for Charlotte and how he had struggled with her loss, and to be fair, Adriana had accepted everything without question. But now Charlotte’s memory had been rekindled, he almost felt like he was betraying Adriana. His thumb lingered over her number for a long moment, then he tapped the screen.

      “Hey.”

      The nervousness evaporated as soon as he heard her voice, and he grinned. “Bom dia.”

      “Did I disturb you?”

      John shook his head as if she could see him. “No, no. I was driving so I couldn’t take the call. I’d gone into town to get some coffee. My parents only drink tea.”

      “How… how are they? Happy to see you?”

      “Yes, thrilled.” John’s tone became serious. “I shouldn’t have left it so long. Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For insisting I come.”

      “They’re your parents, John. They’re important.”

      John swallowed. “I know. You’re right. It was just…” he trailed off.

      Adriana waited for him to finish, then, when he didn’t, filled in the silence with a question of her own. “How are you feeling? Being back?”

      John took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. How did he feel? “Well… at first I was… apprehensive, yes that’s the word I would use…”

      “Apprehensive?” Adriana interrupted.

      “Yeah.” John sighed again. “I was scared. About the memories. About how I would feel… I’ve suppressed it for so long, baby.” He felt a tear forming in his eye and he blinked it away, frowning, annoyed with himself. He took another deep breath and continued. “But to be honest, it’s like a weight has been lifted from my shoulders. That’s a cliché, I know, but that’s what it feels like. I didn’t even know I’d been carrying it around. The memories are still there… the sorrow also… but somehow I feel lighter.” John made a face and glanced out the window as a car drove past. “I don’t know if any of that makes sense, but…” he shrugged.

      “I think… I think you still needed closure, John. I know you’ve always put a brave face on things, but I saw you suffering. You don’t realise it, but when you're alone, when you think no-one’s watching, your face is full of sadness.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why should you be sorry? Those things happened to you. It’s not your fault. You’re a good man, John Hayes. A wonderful man, and I wouldn’t want to share my life with anyone else. I just want you to be happy. Truly happy.”

      “I am when I’m with you.”

      “Good.”

      John could almost sense Adriana smiling at the other end of the line.

      “Hey, I think…” John paused, putting his thoughts into words. Thoughts he hadn’t had until this moment. “I think I’ll stay longer. Spend more time with them… do you mind?”

      “Mind? Why would I mind? It’s good. Take all the time you need. It’s important, John.”

      “Yeah, thanks.” John smiled. “I love you, don’t forget that.”

      “I know you do, John. Do what you have to do. I’m here for you.”

      “Obrigado, meu querido.”

      Adriana giggled. “You smooth talker. But don’t take too long. I miss you.”

      John smiled and felt another tear in his eye, for a different reason this time. “I miss you too. I’ll let you know when I’m heading back.”

      “Okay, please pass on my best wishes. Bye, John.”

      “Tchau-tchau.” John ended the call and stared blankly at the dashboard of the Porsche. He’d been away a lot recently, first India, and then his trip to Australia, but he’d make up for it when he got back. He’d force her to take time off and they would go somewhere nice.

      John smiled and turned the key in the ignition. Life wasn’t so bad after all.
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      “Philip?”

      Philip Symonds looked up from his desk and asked the question with his eyebrows.

      “There’s a Peter Noble here to see you.”

      Philip frowned and glanced over at the open diary on his desk. He didn’t have any scheduled appointments. Looking back at his secretary, he asked, “Do you know what it’s about, Helen?”

      Helen shook her head, glanced over her shoulder, then stepped inside the office. “He looks important,” she whispered.

      Philip sighed and closed the file, setting it to one side. “Okay, show him inside, please… But Helen?”

      “Yes?”

      “After this, no more interruptions.” He had two more planning applications to review before lunch and was running out of time.

      “Yes, of course.”

      Philip sat back in his chair and listened to the voices outside. Helen’s voice and a deeper, well-educated voice. Helen appeared in the doorway, smiling nervously, then stepped aside and gestured for Philip’s visitor to enter.

      A tall man in an expensive-looking navy suit with thick chalk-stripes entered the room. He smiled back at Helen, then approached Philip’s desk.

      “Mr Symonds?” His voice was deep, confident, and suggested a public school education. What looked like a regimental tie was knotted immaculately at his throat, and when he held out his hand, the suit sleeve rode up, revealing a French cuff and engraved gold cufflinks.

      All this Philip registered in an instant as he stood and shook the man’s hand.

      Behind the visitor, Helen hovered in the doorway, one hand on the door handle, her expression asking if she should close it. Philip gave a shake of his head, then switched his attention back to the visitor.

      “How can I help you, Mr…?”

      “Noble, Peter Noble. Of Carruthers, Watson, and Smythe.”

      Philip blinked at the mention of the expensive law firm and gestured toward the seat in front of his desk.

      Peter Noble smiled, placed his black leather briefcase on the floor beside the chair, then glanced back toward the open door. He took an easy stride across the office, closed the door, then returned to the seat, unbuttoned his jacket and sat down, crossing his legs and brushing an imaginary speck of fluff from his trouser leg.

      Philip watched from his side of the desk, suddenly self-conscious about his off-the-rack tweed suit from Marks and Spencers. He cleared his throat, waiting for Peter Noble to explain the reason for his visit. Whatever it was, he had a gut feeling it would not be good. It never was when a high-priced lawyer turned up un-announced.

      Peter Noble smiled broadly, as if he was meeting an old friend. “I have been retained by the owner of the Atwell Estate.”

      Philip clenched his jaw. His gut was correct. He took a breath. “Mr Xie was in here yesterday. I was under the impression I had dealt with all his concerns.”

      “Hmmm,” Peter nodded slowly, still smiling. He held up his right hand and examined his fingernails. “Well, here’s the thing. My client…” he nodded at Philip, “… Mr Xie, feels that you are not appreciating his… ahhh… unique position.”

      Philip blinked his surprise. “Unique? What’s unique about his position? Has he explained to you what he wants to do?”

      Peter nodded, his mouth still smiling, but his eyes were cold.

      “So you understand your client wants to close public access to his land, shutting down bridle-ways and byways that have been open to the public for as far back as records go?”

      Peter made a dismissive gesture with his hands.

      Philip continued, “Did he tell you he has failed to maintain a byway which forms the only access to a property he doesn’t own? A duty he is bound to by law? Or perhaps he told you about the illegal alterations he has made on the property, without permits and with complete disregard to planning regulations. I shudder to think what he has done to the main house, Atwell Manor, a heritage building that dates back over four hundred years.”

      The smile had left Peter’s face, and he stared back at Philip with narrowed eyes. His face had gone hard, and a muscle pulsed in his jaw. There was a heavy silence which lasted longer than it should, then he adjusted his position in the chair. “I have been fully briefed on the current state of affairs regarding Atwell Estate. My client is a very busy man, and he unfortunately cannot devote more of his personal time to this matter, as I’m sure you will understand.”

      Philip remained silent.

      “So from this moment on, he requests that all correspondence now goes through me.”

      Philip dipped his head in acknowledgement.

      “He has also instructed me to see if there is some way we can find a solution to the current issues.”

      “Well, the solution is simple. Stop blocking access to the public, uphold his responsibility to maintain the byways that cross his property, and…” Philip paused for effect, fixing the lawyer in his gaze. He wasn’t about to be intimidated by an old Etonian in a fancy suit. “In the interests of cordiality, I am prepared to consider a retrospective planning application for the illegal alterations. There may, of course, be some changes that need to be done to adhere to planning norms, but we won’t know that until he makes an application. As for any alterations done to the main house, that's a matter he needs to take up with the people at English Heritage.”

      Peter was now frowning, and his index finger tapped an irritated rhythm on his thigh. “My client is hoping for a solution, that’s more…” he looked around the office as if he would find the words amongst the filing cabinets, “beneficial to both parties.”

      Philip bit his tongue.

      Peter Noble reached down for his briefcase and lifted it onto his lap. He clicked open the clasps, opened it up, and removed a single manila folder before closing the case and placing it back on the floor. Opening the folder, he examined the contents as if studying a menu in an expensive restaurant. Finally he looked, made sure he had Philip’s attention, then began reading from the file. “I understand you still have ten years left on your mortgage, and your car is now fifteen years old.” He paused and looked up.

      Beneath the desk, Philip’s hands gripped the edge of his chair, but he said nothing.

      “I also understand you haven’t been on an overseas holiday for several years. In addition…”

      “Enough!” Philip knew where it was heading, and couldn’t hold his tongue any longer. “I don’t know how things are done in China, and quite frankly Mr Noble, I am shocked that a firm like yours would even be involved in something like this.” Philip released his grip on his chair and stood up. He leaned forward, placing his hands on the desktop. “I suggest you go back to your client and tell him that in England,” he raised a hand and pointed his index finger at the lawyer, “your country, we do things according to the law. As a lawyer, and I am sure a highly paid one at that, you should be able to educate your client on the current laws regarding public access, land rights, and building regulations. Once you’ve done so, I might…” he jabbed his finger at the lawyer again, “might consider another meeting with you. Until then, please get out of my office.”

      Peter Noble stared back, the muscle pulsing in his jaw again, then he closed the file and tossed it onto Philip’s desk. He reached down for his briefcase and stood up, buttoning his jacket with his free hand. He paused, as if he was about to say something, then apparently thought better of it and turned toward the door.

      “Leave the door open.” Philip watched the man leave, then sat back in his chair and exhaled loudly. He rubbed his face with both hands, his fingers trembling with anger. He took another deep breath and let his hands fall to his lap.

      If there was only one thing he did properly in his life, it was his job. The city of Winchester and the Hampshire countryside attracted thousands of visitors a year, and it was because of the natural beauty and the historic architecture. Philip’s job was to make sure it stayed that way. He had spent his entire career ensuring planning laws were adhered to, preserving the unique history that attracted people from all over the country and even the world. He’d be damned rather than let some rich foreigner come in and stomp his way all over the county’s history.

      He checked his watch. Forget the two applications he was supposed to review before lunch. He needed a drink.

      He was about to stand when he spotted the file the lawyer had left behind. Pulling it
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