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For my mother,


who always encouraged me to read.


And for Marie,


without whom this story would not have been told.









Prologue


Once upon a time, a man and a woman fell in love.


They each had been in love before. They each had been hurt by love before.


The woman had a daughter, whose father left before she was born.


The man had a son, whose mother died when he was still very young.


On the day they said their vows they meant them. They hoped that this would be the happy ending to their story.


It was not.
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As the seat belt sign turned back on, Lorena took out her pocket mirror and readjusted her rose lipstick, before attempting to fix her bangs. Considering the long flight from New York to London, her brown hair looked still quite set.


The mirror disappeared in her purse and Lorena turned to look outside the window towards the lights, illuminating the city hundreds of meters beneath her. She found herself smiling upon the thought of being here again. It truly had been too long.


Though Lorena grew up in the United States, her mother moved them to Oxford shortly after she turned eight. It hadn´t been a pleasant experience at all. When she was younger, the kids used to make fun of her accent. When she was older, they told her how sophisticated it made her sound and loved the idea of having lived somewhere else entirely.


Lorena did not care much either way. It was something she had learned from her mother very early – to stand above things and focus on what mattered. And to her, that was her friendship with Jack.


She hadn´t liked the idea of a stepbrother very much at first. She would have preferred a sister. Someone she could dress up with and who could give her advice on things she didn´t want to ask her mom about.


But then Lorena had met Jack and once she got to know him, she wouldn´t have traded him for any sister in the world. Oh, the getting to know him part wasn´t that easy. Jack wasn´t as extroverted as she was. He could be content with locking himself up in his room, readingabout and playing chess for hours, getting totally lost in his own world.


In time he opened up to her and they grew close. It was because of this that the divorce of their parents felt like the end of the world. At the ages of ten and twelve, life was hard enough without having to lose one’s best friend. Still, the divorce happened, and Lorena's mother moved back to the US with her, before returning to England six years later.


Coming back then had been strange, knowing nobody was waiting to pick them up. It was starting new all over again and even though Lorena had accepted it, she hadn´t been eager to step off the plane that day. Other than now, where she had to force herself to remain calm and not jump off her seat as soon as the plane landed. She waited patiently, as the passengers passed by her to exit before she grabbed her stuff and followed them outside.


While standing in line to get her passport checked, Lorena pulled out her phone and turned the flight mode off. Unread messages came stumbling in, but she didn´t open any of them. Instead, she clicked on Jack's name and typed: Landed. Then she slipped her phone back into her purse and moved to the front of the line.


The airport was relatively empty, but still full considering the time on a Friday evening. It had been already dark outside when Jack had pulled his car into the parking lot and now the white-blue light of the ceiling lamps seemed terribly bright.


He pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked for new messages. The flight from New York had landed half an hour ago, but Jack rather suspected that after passport control, Lorena still had to wait for her suitcase. It was one of the things he usually avoided. The few times he had flown over to the US to visit her, he had managed to fit everything into a small suitcase that qualified as carry-on baggage. Lorena was only staying until Sunday, but somehow she would manage to pack enough stuff to change into three different outfits every day.


Jack didn´t even try to stifle a laugh, as he saw her from afar, pushing a suitcase beside her, which was almost half her size. She was wearing black trousers and a white blouse, being probably the only person who had bothered to dress up for an eight-hour flight, which would reach its destination around 9 pm. But it was just how she was. She always looked pretty and in style, in a simple, elegant kind of way.


Lorena noticed him and waved. Jack raised an eyebrow at her luggage to which she just shrugged before breaking into a wide grin.


"Didn´t know you were coming to live with me", Jack said, embracing her in a tight hug, lifting her off the floor and making her laugh in surprise.


"You wish", she said, as she was standing on her feet again. "One week and you´d be running for the hills!"


The warm feeling still circled in his chest and Jack cleared his throat, resisting the urge to pull her into another hug. "Ready?"


"Sure."


They made their way towards the exit and onto the parking lot, where the old green Audi 80 B4 was parked, which Jack had gotten after college graduation. His dad had wanted to gift him a new car, but Jack had wanted to buy his first car himself. His friends back then had declared him insane for wasting money on that old thing. Then, however, Jack had to admit that the guys he had hung out with in college had been idiots.


"For you", he said, once they had taken their seats and handed Lorena the cup of tea he had brought for her.


"Thank you." She took a little sip and placed her chin on top of the lid.


"There is a pillow on the back too, in case you want to rest."


A corner of her mouth curved up. "Tired of me already? You are aware though that London is ahead of New York, right?"


Jack fixed his seat belt. "Just thinking of your beauty sleep. Plane rides can be exhausting."


"Flattered, but unnecessary." She sat straighter, lifting her chin. "I look naturally lovely."


"If you say so."


Jack started to laugh as she gave him a friendly punch with the elbow, then he started the engine, set the car back, and drove out of the parking lot.


While Jack was driving, Lorena leaned back in her seat, letting her gaze slide outside the window. It would take them two hours to get to Oxford, maybe less, since the streets were empty. A bus passed by on what was – at least for her - the wrong side of the road and she found herself smiling. She had missed her second home. She turned to look at Jack, whose eyes were fixed on the street. She had missed him too.


Jack caught her gaze. "What?"


Since leaving for college when she was 18 years old, Lorena and Jack had only managed to visit each other a couple of times within the last eight years. It had gotten better once both of them had graduated, but they rarely saw each other more than once a year.


"Nothing", she said, still smiling, but feeling her heart ache all of a sudden.


Jack shot her a side glance, a short strand of dark hair falling into his face before he had to focus on the street again. Lorena looked at him for a few more seconds, then she turned her head towards the window.


Life did take unexpected turns sometimes indeed.


"I´m supposed to say hi from my dad to you, by the way."


"Isn´t he going to be there tomorrow?"


"No, he is in Dublin until next week."


"Pity", Lorena said and meant it. "I wanted him to fill me in on all the details of his engagement. I can´t believe he is getting married for the fourth time."


"That makes two of us."


Lorena turned her head towards him, trying to determine how he was feeling. "So, what is she like?"


"Nice, I suppose", he admitted and tapped the blinker. "I think this one might actually work out for him."


Even though they didn´t agree on everything and had quite a different character, Lorena knew how much Jack admired his father and wanted him to be happy.


"Can´t wait to meet her then", she said, and he returned the smile she gave him.


"Since we´re on the topic... Are you sure you´re okay with hanging out with my friends tomorrow?"


"Of course, I´m excited.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “I have heard stories after all.”


Jack didn´t take the eyes off the road to look at her. “Well, they are excited to meet you too.”


“And you are not.”


“You know that´s not it.”


Outside Lorena could see the lights of other cars passing by in a blur, the silence inside their vehicle drawing out.


“Did you tell them?”


As she turned back to look at Jack, she could see the white of his knuckles, where his hand enclosed the steering wheel. The other arm was resting on the door frame, his fingers traveling mindlessly over the bottom of his lips.


“I told Dean”, he admitted. “I´m not sure if Ava or Sonya know. I don´t suppose so.”


Dean was, beside herself, Jack´s best friend. They had met when he joined the same soccer club, and Lorena knew how much it meant that he had volunteered the information. She softened. “It will be fine, Jack.”


“I hope so.”


“I know so.”


She wasn´t sure if he believed her, but this time he did look at her and as he did so, she could see the corners of his lips curling up, the good humor returning to his eyes.


“I missed you.”


“I missed you too.”
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Jack tied his shoelaces and shot a glance toward Lorena, who had already gone on to choose a bowling ball for him. It was a tradition, almost. Bowling on his birthday, minigolf on hers. It was what they had done with their parents in that first year they´d known each other and it somehow stuck.


The years Lorena hadn´t been there on his birthday or he hadn´t been there for hers, they had simply attended the same event individually, video chatting while doing so. It wasn´t as good as doing it together, especially since it proved to be quite an adventure to organize due to the time difference, but it was still preferable to doing anything else.


Jack had been determined to like Lorena since his father seemed to be so happy with her mother. At the beginning it had been strange, because she was so much more outgoing than him, talking and teasing the entire time. But soon he found himself laughing with her and being overcome by a feeling of belonging he hadn´t known before.


Some of his friends found it strange that he actually seemed to enjoy spending time with his new sister and others even teased him about it because she was also two years younger. And later in college, well, that had been an entirely different story altogether.


Of course that didn´t stop Jack from spending time with Lorena. But it would have been a lie to say that it didn´t put a strain on their relationship. Other than her, he took other people´s opinions to heart. He hated it, but he cared about how they saw him, how they saw her and what they said about their relationship. He wanted the people he considered his friends to like her or, at the very least, not to tease about her in inappropriate ways.


That was one of the reasons why he nowadays paid close attention to the number of times he talked about her and how he referred to her. So while his friends knew that he had a friend in America whom he was relatively close with, he usually referred to her as a childhood friend.


Jack felt horrible about it, but he was anxious about Lorena meeting his friends. Oh, he was sure they would get along great. His friends would love her. But at one point, they would ask about how they knew each other, and things would take a turn. They always did. And yet he hoped that it would be different.


The voices of his friends coming from the door forced him to get up to greet them.


"As you said we were bowling, I thought you were kidding", Ava said, managing to strike a tone that was chatty and disgusted at the same time, as she kissed him on both cheeks. “Though, I suppose, based on the amount of bowling shirts you own, I shouldn´t be.”


Ava was a little intense sometimes, someone whose main reason to become a lawyer was the possibility of dressing up in stylish business clothes and getting paid for arguing with people. Still, she was funny in that way and Jack rather liked her, even though he had to admit, the main reason they became friends in the first place was because she was Dean´s twin sister.


"One never kids about bowling", Dean said, rolling his eyes at his sister, but smiling still as he embraced his best friend. "Happy birthday, Jack."


"Thanks."


Sonya hugged him next, a friendly smile on her face, as she congratulated him as well. Though she had been Dean´s girlfriend ever since Jack met him, he couldn´t say that they were very close. She worked long shifts at the hospital and often preferred to go to bed early rather than spend the evening with the rest of them.
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