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      John sipped his coffee and gazed through the windshield. The wipers swept intermittently, clearing the light drizzle that clung to the glass. The sun was beginning to rise, casting a pale glow as the grey sky lightened. Outside, the cold morning air clung to the wet tarmac of the assembly area, which shimmered under the reflections of red taillights and the glaring white floodlights illuminating the parking lot. He had left his parents' home in Winchester at two-thirty, driving through the quiet night to reach the Eurotunnel terminal in Folkestone.

      He’d said his goodbyes the night before, slipping out quietly so as not to wake his parents. A hollow feeling lingered in his chest at the thought of not seeing them for some time, but it was tempered by the anticipation of reuniting with Adriana. It had only been just over a week since they’d parted, but it felt much longer.

      Normally, John would break the journey to Lisbon into two days. This time, though, he was determined to make it in one stretch. His classic Porsche 911, despite its age, was more than capable of handling the long journey—and John was confident he could handle it too, provided there was enough coffee and he stuck to the autoroutes instead of the meandering back roads he usually preferred. For that reason, he had booked the earliest train. If all went according to plan, he’d reach Adriana by three a.m. the following day. It would be exhausting, but worth it.

      He took another sip of his coffee, now lukewarm and nearing the end of the takeaway cup. A flask of his own home-brewed coffee sat beside him, but he was saving that for the long stretches of the French autoroutes so he could avoid unnecessary stops, except for fuel.

      He wasn’t the only one making such an early start. The assembly area was already filling with cars and light commercial vehicles. He scanned the number plates: mostly UK, but also French, German, and Swiss. One vehicle caught his eye—a striking tangerine orange McLaren 750S with Swiss plates. His gaze lingered, a small smile tugging at his lips. It was a stunning car, and no doubt a thrill to drive, but he wouldn’t trade it for his beloved Porsche 911. Despite being over fifty years old, the Porsche made up for its lack of outright performance with character and driving pleasure. Modern cars, with their electronic driving aids and constant beeping and chiming, dulled the driver’s connection to the road. Besides, with speed cameras everywhere, where could anyone truly enjoy the top speed of a car like the McLaren?

      A car pulled into the row beside him—a generic people mover, maybe a Kia or Hyundai. He wasn’t sure; they all looked the same these days. The driver, a man in his thirties, glanced at John’s car, his gaze lingering on the sleek lines of the 911 before their eyes briefly met. He smiled, but his attention quickly shifted to his wife, who was speaking animatedly in the passenger seat. Her expression made it clear the early start wasn’t agreeing with her.

      The couple exchanged gestures, their conversation apparently heated. The man turned and said something to the two children in the back seat. John glanced at them—a young girl, perhaps three or four, wiping tears from her cheeks, and a boy, maybe five or six, who had unfastened his seat belt and was now leaning closer to the window. The boy pressed his face against the glass, his nose flattening comically as he stared at John.

      John smiled, but the boy didn’t react. Undeterred, John stuck out his tongue and crossed his eyes. That did the trick—a grin spread across the boy’s face before he stuck out his tongue in return.

      Meanwhile, the father, clearly frustrated, climbed out of the car and slammed the door behind him. He caught John’s eye and rolled his eyes dramatically before heading to the rear of the vehicle to open the hatch. John watched in the rearview mirror, but a flicker of movement at the front of his lane drew his attention. The cars ahead were starting to move.

      Draining the last of his coffee, John tossed the empty cup into a small garbage bag tucked into the passenger footwell. He started the Porsche and shifted into gear.

      Before rolling forward, he glanced at the family one last time. The father was still at the rear hatch, arguing with his wife, who had twisted in her seat to respond. The boy, ignoring the argument, continued to watch John.

      John gave him a wave, put the car in gear, and rolled forward.
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      The boarding process took about twenty minutes before the doors were closed and the staff completed their final safety checks.

      John’s Porsche was parked on the upper deck along with twelve other vehicles, including the striking orange McLaren. Once the train started moving, he climbed out, stretched his arms overhead, and shook out his legs. A few other drivers were doing the same, though most remained in their cars, reclining their seats and closing their eyes. John locked his car and made his way to the toilets at the rear. The coffee was doing an excellent job of keeping him awake, but it had also left him with a full bladder. Determined to keep his stops to a minimum later, John was keen to make the most of this stationary time on the train.

      He passed the McLaren and nodded at the driver—an older man, balding, with wire-rimmed spectacles and a padded gilet to ward off the cold.

      On his way back, the driver was standing outside his car, its butterfly door open and pointing toward the ceiling. Catching John’s eye, the man spoke in perfect, accentless English.

      “You are driving the Porsche.” It was a statement, not a question.

      John stopped and smiled. “Yes.”

      “1970,” the man added, another statement.

      John nodded.

      “Good car. One of the best.”

      John smiled, unsure how to respond. “Thank you,” he said simply.

      The man nodded, signaling that the conversation was over.

      Feeling the need to reciprocate, John added, “Yours is a beauty,” and gestured toward the McLaren. He continued on his way but noticed, as he bent to unlock his car door, that the Swiss gentleman was still watching him.

      “Huh,” John chuckled to himself as he climbed back into his car. He reclined his seat, lay back, and closed his eyes. He doubted he would sleep—the journey was only thirty-five minutes—but he figured any rest was better than none, given the long drive ahead.

      He slowed his breathing, inhaling for four counts, holding it for another four, and exhaling for four. The rhythmic motion of the train seemed to work in tandem with his breathing because what felt like mere seconds later, an announcement—first in English, then in French—informed passengers they had arrived.

      John sat up, returned his seat to its upright position, and adjusted it slightly for the optimal driving posture. He rubbed his face and rolled his head, feeling surprisingly refreshed from the brief nap.

      A couple of minutes later, engines rumbled as the staff began directing vehicles off the train.

      John edged forward, following the car in front, and rolled down the ramp onto the ground level. He immediately noticed a vehicle double-parked beside the train, its hazard lights flashing.

      It was the people mover he’d observed earlier—a Kia, now clearly identifiable by its logo. Standing beside it were the husband and wife. The woman was clutching at her hair, tears streaming down her face, while the man waved frantically
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