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    To my friends and family in Erie,

Know that I will always consider Erie home. Thank you for the inspiration that started this amazing journey.
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The story continues...
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Chapter 1
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It was still mid afternoon when Jude returned to an empty house. He parked his red pick up truck in the driveway and hesitated only a moment before climbing out and walking to the front door. Jude was tired. His days started early, before the sun even rose above the horizon because that was his favorite time of the day, that and sunset. Jude loved the solitude of the crisp early darkness as it gave him inspiration and peace in his art studio.

Jude left the house most mornings even before Lou went to work. Louise Weber, his wife of exactly one year, was a pediatrician that kept the normal nine to five business hours. Not that she always came home at five o’clock, Lou usually arrived home between six and seven, took a shower and then sat down at the dinner table to a wonderful meal that Jude had prepared. It was his love language to Lou. 

Jude wanted to give Lou the world, but would settle for dinner and a shoulder to snuggle up to in the evenings. Tonight Jude was planning to make roasted chicken, baked potatoes and green beans. He carried the grocery bags into the quiet kitchen and set everything on the counter. He looked at his watch, three o’clock, he still had time.

One of the things Jude loved about this house, the Jensen family home that Lou’s father signed over to her when her parents moved to Florida, was the way you could walk in the front door of this beautiful brick home on a quiet street and see all the way to the water. It was a breathtaking, unobstructed view of the lake.

Groceries forgotten, Jude started walking towards that lake. First he started unbuttoning his paint splattered shirt then his attention went to his jeans. Jude never broke his stride as he unzipped his paint smeared jeans, stepped out of each leg and walked out the back door in just his boxer briefs.

Jude was not concerned about any nosey neighbors or unwelcome visitors, this house was secluded and private on Lake Erie. It was another thing he loved about this large, four bedroom home. That...and the fact that he shared it with his childhood sweetheart. 

The water was still cool on his bare skin as Jude stepped over the pebbled beach and descended into the embrace of the welcoming water. This lake held good and bad memories for Jude, Lou and their entire families, but they were moving past it all. He was moving past it all, Lou was still working on it.

When Jude stood waist deep in the chill of the early summer water, he kept his eyes on the horizon. In all of his twenty-nine years, he never would have imagined his life would have taken the course that it had. After a tragedy that happened in his childhood, he never thought he would ever recover but he did. Thanks, in part, to his older brother, Brad. But mostly it was Lou.

Jude dove head first into the calm lake to wipe away any melancholy that remained. He was tired of being sad and broken. When Lou had come back into his life two years ago, it was as if he started living again, not just surviving anymore. Jude emerged from the water several feet from where he entered and maintained his gaze on the lowered sun. 

The sun was still hours from setting but it was definitely falling. How long had he been out here? Jude estimated that he had been swimming for over an hour. Having been a lifeguard since he was a teenager, the water felt like his second home. He floated on his back and gazed up at the cloudless sky. Jude was happy. It had taken him years of struggle and guilt to get to where he could finally say he was happy in all three areas of his life...what he did, where he lived and who he was with. That’s all he needed right now.

Wanting to warm up in the sun, Jude walked up to where they had logs fashioned around a fire pit on the sand. He sat down on one that faced the lake and shook his head vigorously to release as much water from his hair as possible. With water droplets still falling from his blond curls that probably needed a trim, he went over to one of the lounge chairs and fell asleep.

The warmth on Jude’s skin was welcomed. The air had turned cooler which probably meant it was getting late. He would have stayed out there all night if he could, but he knew he had to make dinner. Reluctantly, Jude slowly rose and returned to the kitchen and the groceries. He managed to place the seasoned chicken in the oven and put the potatoes on to boil in plenty of time before Lou got home.

Jude retraced his steps and reclaimed his shirt and jeans that he had willingly discarded earlier. The chill was becoming more prominent and he was just finishing his last button when a small ‘meow’ came from the stairs. Casper was finally coming down to join Jude in the kitchen after smelling dinner being prepared.

He reached down and picked the fluffy cat up in his arms. In return, the little white cat purred uninterrupted. Jude pet his soft fur as Casper looked around for his food dish. Realizing that Casper’s hunger was more important than cuddles, Jude put him back down and the cat eagerly went to his food bowl. 

Jude smiled at the little cat, remembering when Lou told him how she rescued him as a kitten crying at her back door the winter before last. Now almost two years old, Casper had everyone wrapped around his little paw and they were okay with that.

Jude returned to the beach after he determined that all of the dinner preparations were finished. He sat down on the log that faced the horizon and watched as the colors changed. This time it was almost sunset and Jude knew that Lou would be home any minute. It was nearly the golden hour, when the yellows and oranges turn to a deep, fiery red and the sun slept until the next morning. 

Jude had closed his eyes with his face turned up to the sky when he felt a soft hand on his shoulder. It startled him only a second until it was followed by an equally soft kiss on his cheek. Lou wrapped a fleece blanket over his shoulders as she joined him on the log.

“Hi,” Lou said with a smile.

“Hi, Lou,” Jude replied with a kiss.

Jude opened his arm wide and Lou curled into his warm hug. With both of them wrapped in the cozy blanket, they watched as the sun fell with an orange and red blaze behind the horizon. 

It was as if the lake, itself, swallowed up the sun. They sat in comfortable silence for what seemed like hours, but was probably closer to five minutes.

“Are you hungry?” Jude asked.

“Starving!” Lou replied. “The house smells wonderful.”

“Let’s eat,” Jude said and they slowly walked into the house.

This was the time they enjoyed the most, their easy conversation as they enjoyed a delicious meal together. Lou told him all about her day at her private practice, Little Angels Pediatrics. Most days were the common and mundane tasks of immunizations and colds, but today she had her first case of chicken pox. 

“At least school is out for the summer,” Jude said. “She won’t need to worry about spreading it.”

“Yes...,” Lou agreed but hesitated. “Or you can look at it like my mother did and take the opportunity to expose her to all of her siblings. That way they will get the whole house over with at once.”

Jude laughed with Lou. It was obvious that she loved what she did. Lou usually kept her long brown hair up in a bun or a ponytail, but in the evenings she let it fall. Jude watched her as she absently pet Casper, who was quietly purring on her lap. She spoke with animation about the rest of her day, only stopping after tucking her hair behind her right ear and catching Jude’s eye.

“What?” Lou asked.

Jude smiled. “Nothing,” he replied and shook his head.

“Here I’m doing all the talking,” Lou said. “How was your day?”

Jude swallowed his bite of chicken before replying. “Well, I’m trying out new colors along with a more floral inspired theme.” 

His eyes fell to the vase filled with a small bouquet of purple and white lilacs in the center of the table. They were picked fresh each day by Lou from the many bushes that grew along the sides of the house. Their aroma was intoxicating and Lou instantly knew his inspiration.

“The lilacs,” Lou said matter-of-factly.

His gaze returned to hers as he smiled and nodded. 

“My favorite flower,” Jude replied.

“Well, I can’t wait to see it,” Lou said with a smile. “Although I feel like I can get some indication of the colors from your clothes.”

Looking down at this paint splattered and smeared shirt and jeans, he laughed. It was one of the inconveniences of being an artist who refused to wear an apron of any kind. It got on your clothes and if you weren’t careful when you got dressed in the morning, it may even be a favorite shirt.

“I didn’t know you had any new art shows coming up,” Lou said.

Jude shook his head after taking a sip of his water. 

“No, nothing really planned. Although my manager has a few in mind, I just wanted to stay home for more than a few months at a time.” Jude replied.

Lou loved having him all to herself although she knew she would always have to compete for his attention. Jude, or J. Henry Weber, as his public knew him, was a world renowned artist. His sold out shows around the world were a mystery to her until she unknowingly walked into an art gallery in New York City and was face to face with the art and the artist himself.

That was the moment that changed the course of her life for good. Coming home and reuniting with her high school sweetheart after leaving Erie for ten years was the best decision of her life. She would never take their time together for granted but Lou knew he was meant to paint and be seen. She had given up the big city to come home to Erie but Jude never did. He found a way to still reach the world right here from his own studio.

Lou was so proud of him, even though she only discovered his ‘secret’ a year and a half ago. Jude had always gotten his inspiration for his art from many areas including the lake, birds and flowers, but he was also inspired by her. The life-like portrait he painted of her hangs in their bedroom. He had gifted her personal paintings each Christmas that hang on various other walls of their home, but her image always seemed to appear on his canvases in some way.

After dinner Lou helped clean up the kitchen. This was her childhood home that held so many memories for her but now that she shared it with Jude, it felt different. It was theirs. Lou didn’t know how to describe it other than saying it all took on a new life. The house had a childhood innocence to it before, but now it was a home for them as a married couple. They were creating new memories every day.

“Do you want to go for a night dip in the lake?” Lou asked with a kiss.

Jude held her tight, his arms reaching across her back and down to the curve of her bottom. He kissed her soft and his lips lingered by her ear.

“I can think of a better place to take you than out in the cold water,” Jude whispered in her ear.

Lou responded immediately by returning her lips to his in a response that left no doubt she was thinking the same thing as him. Jude grabbed her hand and they quickly ran up the stairs to their bedroom.
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Chapter 2
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The next morning Lou woke up to the sunshine streaming through their bedroom windows. She yawned and turned to her right to see Jude lying next to her, wide awake. Normally Jude would already be long gone in his studio painting on his large canvases, but not on the weekends. He reserved these mornings for her.

“What are you thinking about?” Lou asked through another yawn.

Jude looked over at her and smiled. 

“It’s almost our first anniversary,” he replied.

Lou put her arm around his bare chest, feeling the toned muscles under her fingers.

“I know,” she said. “We should do something.”

“Or go somewhere...” Jude replied with his brows knit together in thought.

Lou agreed that they should plan a trip. They hadn’t really been anywhere together except for their honeymoon to Paris. It was something they would have to discuss later. Right now she was too distracted by the warmth of his body next to hers. Jude turned to her and they kissed until his stomach growled.

They both laughed and reluctantly got out of bed to get dressed. It was already warm and Jude opted for just a pair of shorts while Lou put on shorts and a t-shirt and followed him downstairs. Casper was waiting with his morning purrs as Jude made the coffee and Lou put bread in the toaster.

“Tony got in last night,” Lou announced. 

“Oh that’s right. They must be pretty jet lagged today,” Jude replied.

Tony was Lou’s older brother who lived only a few miles away. His wife, Suni, was Japanese and they had finally taken a long awaited trip back to Japan to see her family. They had taken their daughter Hannah a few years ago, but now that she was six and their new daughter, Mari, just turning one, it was time for another visit to Suni’s family.

Lou would never fully understand how difficult it must be to live so far away from your family. Hers was only in another state, Suni’s were in another country. In the two weeks that Tony and his family were gone, Lou and Jude had kept an eye on their house. They collected the mail and mowed the yard when needed, selfishly awaiting the snacks and souvenirs they promised upon their return. 

They agreed to give them until the afternoon before calling to see how their trip went. Lou couldn’t wait to hear all about their visit and see photos of the reunion with her family. She was sure the goodbyes were the hardest part, but maybe they would go more often. 

Tony was a paramedic and it offered him a little bit of flexibility but Suni had put her nursing career on hold for now. That thought made Lou pause. What would she do when they decided to start having children? Would she be able to put her career on hold? She was the only doctor in her office, perhaps she should start looking for a second one to help out.

Her thoughts were interrupted when Jude sat the cup of coffee in front of her.

“Careful, it’s hot,” he said, aware that Lou was deep in thought.

“Oh, sorry,” Lou replied. “I was just thinking about how hard it must have been for Suni to leave her family on this trip.”

“It’s never easy to leave family behind,” Jude said quietly.

Lou knew there was so much meaning behind those words, more than she could ever fully know. Even after reconnecting a year and a half ago, she only began to hear the stories of his parents leaving after Jude turned eighteen. The death of the youngest Weber boy all those years prior was just more than they could recover from. 

Brad, being the oldest, had already moved on in a new relationship, but Jude was on his own. Lou never really questioned him about those ten years she had moved away after high school, went to medical school and lived in NYC. Jude knew all about her life, her relationship with Benjamin Brock, the neurosurgeon and his marriage proposal right before she came home to stay.

Jude’s past, however, was a gray area she was admittedly afraid to delve into. Lou knew those years of just getting by had to have been hard for him. His drunken father left, his mother left shortly after and his brother had moved on with his life. Lou suspected there were some dark secrets in his past but if he didn’t want to talk about them, Lou would not ask.

That afternoon they went to Tony’s house after they stopped and got some pizzas on the way. Lou knew they wouldn’t have had time to grocery shop and carried in some basic necessities along with the pizza. Suni was grateful for the groceries and the company as she handed over little Mari and went to put everything away.

Hannah ran straight into Uncle Jude’s open arms and the two hugged as if they hadn’t seen each other in years. Jude was still able to give Tony a handshake as they walked into the living room. Tony and Jude were best friends. Not only did they grow up together, but even in school they were inseparable. The years after Lou left were the hardest to talk about because Tony knew it was a sore subject for Jude.

Tony was glad that their friendship survived and that they could all still hang out together, even after the tragedy with Jackson and after Lou left. Their friendship survived a litany of tests and it came out stronger than ever. Tony knew he could trust Jude with anything.

“Pizza!” Suni yelled from the kitchen and everyone made their way to get a slice.

Lou put Mari down and marveled at how steady she had become at walking since they had been gone. Her unsteady little steps had turned into sprints as she also wanted something to eat. Hannah managed to climb onto a chair and help herself to a slice of pizza as everyone carried their plates to the living room.

“So, how was the trip?” Jude asked as they all settled in the living room around stacks of food and souvenirs that looked like their luggage had exploded. 

The various piles were actually organized into groupings for different family members. Suni gathered the pile she had created for Lou and put it all into a bag for them to take home. She passed around treats and snacks from Japan after everyone finished their pizza and began telling stories from their trip.

They spent one week in Tokyo enjoying the food and shopping in the massive city. There was no mistaking the fact that you were in the famous capital city when you heard the sounds and saw the neon glow of Tokyo. Tony would jump in when they discussed all the unusual street food he tried, or didn’t try, when they roamed the streets. The kids loved the sweets and the ice cream and always enjoyed pointing at foods in the convenient stores they wanted to try next.

Tony claimed that it was sensory overload for him, having never been to such a large city. He was amazed that there were so many people on the streets at all hours of the day or night. He just couldn’t believe how the city could accommodate everyone living and working in such a dense area. High rise office buildings were next to high rise apartment buildings. Tony didn’t mind visiting, but he could never imagine living there.

Their second week was spent with Suni’s family in the mountains. A two hour train ride away was the fairly large home, for Japanese standards, that Suni grew up in. The Kawasaki family lived in Kofu and Suni was eager to show her own children her family home. The sharp contrast of the noise of the bustling city to the quiet of the mountains was a welcomed one to Tony.

Never one for big cities, Tony knew this trip meant so much more to his wife than it did to him. Tony was patient when she asked to go in one more department store or buy one more dress. He allowed her the freedom to enjoy being home. When they arrived in Kofu, it was a breath of fresh air, literally. 

They traded the cars and neon for cows and stars. At night, rather than the sky lit up with signs and streetlights, the darkness enveloped them with only the stars and moon to light their way. Tony could see how Suni fit in so easily in Erie. It wasn’t the big city with its noise and crowds, it was more like her home that she dearly missed. 

At home in Japan, Suni didn’t want to do anything except take walks and help her mother in the garden. Suni’s mother took the kids for hours which gave Suni and Tony much needed alone time. Life could get busy if you forgot to stop and look around once in a while. Tony suspected that it was happening with them, between work and a new baby, it was easy to forget they still yearned for time together.

As Lou listened to their stories of Tokyo and the lure of the big city, she felt her palms become sweaty. She found herself wiping them on her shorts and her breathing became shallow and fast. She could picture the big city with its lights and people at all hours of the day and night. It was like New York City. When Lou excused herself, Jude watched her go out the back door with a look of concern. After a minute, he joined her.

“Hey,” Jude said. “Everything okay?”

Lou had taken some deep breaths and had calmed down since leaving the house. She wasn’t sure how to answer him because she wasn’t completely sure what had just happened. One minute she was listening to Suni and Tony talk about their trip and the next minute she’s having a mild panic attack.

“I’m fine,” Lou said.

Unconvinced, Jude took her hand. “You’re not.”

Lou looked into Jude’s eyes, he knew her better than anyone. How could she explain something she didn’t even know herself? Maybe she didn’t have to. Jude held her gaze and searched her eyes as if the answer was in there somewhere. That’s when he looked away.

There it was, hiding from even her. Jude saw the answer to her sudden panic and it was frightening to even him. It was always his biggest fear since the moment Lou said she wanted to stay with him, stay in Erie. Lou, who had left home in search for more, who stayed away for ten years until she came back out of duty to see her mother in a coma.

“You miss the big city,” Jude said softly, defeated.

Lou shook her head. “No, that’s not it,” Lou replied. 

Even as she denied it, she became quiet and calm. Jude released her hand and Lou looked over at him, her eyes wide. Jude ran his hands through his blond curls and took a deep breath. When he took a couple steps forward towards the boat dock, Lou felt the panic rising, again.

Was it really true? It didn’t matter, she chose home, she chose Jude. Lou started to worry that his steps away from her were symbolic of his pulling away from her. Lou followed Jude to Tony’s weathered boat dock where their parent’s boat was now docked, the Lady Laura, named after their mother.

Jude walked to the end of the dock and put his hands in his pockets. Lou quietly came to a stop beside him. She touched his arm but he didn’t react.

“I was always afraid this day would come,” Jude started. “Maybe that’s why I’ve been so afraid of taking trips to big cities, subconsciously I thought it would remind you of what you gave up to be with me.”

Lou felt a tear roll down her cheek. “Jude, it’s not like that.” 

Even her protest lacked any emotion. Maybe it was exactly that. It was something Lou never considered, that she would miss the big city so soon. Was she only fooling herself that she could move back to Erie and be happy?

“Jude, missing something is different than wanting it back in my life,” Lou said.

Jude seemed to consider this and took his left hand out of his pocket and put it around Lou’s shoulders. He kissed her and nodded his head.

“You’re right,” Jude replied evenly, unconvinced. “Let’s go back inside.”
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Jude’s new art studio was built with privacy and security in mind. It was no longer the wooden shed in the backyard, this was a proper facility where he could create and feel safe. His manager had been warning him that with his fame and notoriety comes crazy people who wanted to cause him harm. Having proper doors and locks would also keep his paintings safe.

Jude never let those warnings concern him in the past, but now that he had Lou, he had something to live for. He would start taking his safety more seriously. He wasn’t aware of any threats on his life or obsessed fans that wanted to stalk him, but under the advice of his manager, Cal, he had this new state of the art facility built nearby. 

Another subject his manager routinely mentioned was the need to do another gallery show. He had offers nationally and internationally, it was his choice basically. Jude had nearly agreed to one in Miami when a better idea came to mind. He called Cal to get his reaction.

“Hey, Cal,” Jude said, “I have an idea.”

Calvin Miller was relieved to finally get a call from Jude. It had been weeks since he had heard from him and was growing concerned that he was losing his artist. 

“Hi, Jude. It’s good to hear from you,” Cal replied.

“Well, I know how you’ve been hounding me about another show and I had an idea,” Jude paused. He couldn’t believe he was really going to suggest it and prayed it wasn’t a horrible mistake that backfired and ruined his marriage.

“Is there still an opening at the Mori Art Museum... in Tokyo?” Jude asked and then held his breath.

There was a slight pause on the other end of the line. “You...you mean the one I’ve been trying to get you into for the last four years?” Cal replied. “Yes!”

Jude closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “If you can get me in, I will be there,” he said.

“Done!” Cal said with excitement. “I’ll call you with all the details.”

Jude laid his phone down on the table and simply stared at it. Whatever he just did would either make their marriage stronger or tear them apart. He was taking Lou to the biggest city he could imagine and it scared him. He had set the ball in motion and it would either help things or destroy them, only time would tell. 

After taking a sip of his water, Jude turned to his paint. There was an empty white canvas already propped up on the easel. He had originally planned to do something else with this one but quickly changed his mind. Without a second thought, Jude dipped his large brush into the black paint and walked over to the three foot by four foot canvas.

With deliberate strokes, Jude placed large swipes of black, red and then white on the awaiting canvas. It felt like he was letting out his fears and insecurities along with his very soul. Stroke after stroke grew more desperate until he needed to step back and observe what he had just done. 

Sometimes he was shocked by what he saw when he looked at his paintings later, after the rush of being in the moment had passed. Other times he was pleased that his vision had been so easily transferred to the canvas. Today, he was worried. The chaos he had created in paint scared him a little. Jude thought it was an accurate representation of his own turmoil.

Breathing calmly again, he placed the brush back on the table and sat down. Jude accepted each of this paintings, never destroying or changing one after he declared it finished. It was his own way of validating the feelings that he had while painting it. He had been so focused on the painting that he didn’t even notice the time. Four o’clock, he needed to leave.

Maybe it was cathartic or maybe it was giving in to the fear, but whatever that was, he had to walk away for now. Jude had emotions coming to the surface that he didn’t even know he had. He didn’t want to scare Lou but there was fear there, too. Fear that she will decided to go back to New York City, back to Ben.

Jude wasn’t stupid enough to think it was the money she missed. Jude had money, more than he could spend in ten lifetimes. He was worried she missed the lifestyle that Ben could provide, or that the big city gave her. Jude was a small town guy, his only splurges on himself was a shiny red truck a year ago and a new studio. Other than that, he was the same boy who would rather go fishing than shopping.

Jude thought Lou was happy with that side of him. Now he wasn’t so sure. This trip to Japan would be the deciding factor, he was sure of it. He would have no expectations about how this trip would go, but secretly he had hope that they would survive. Maybe even that was too dangerous.

At home, Jude received a text from Lou saying she had to finish some paperwork, she would be late and would eat something there. Fine, Jude’s night suddenly cleared and he didn’t want to stay home. He jumped in his truck and drove down the Bayfront Parkway towards the dock. 

Jude wasn’t exactly sure where he was going. Their usual hangout was Pilgrim’s Bar, but that was before their friend Leon died. He didn’t want to go back there, not tonight. Jude was already in a weird mood and he didn’t need to compound his delicate emotional state with being reminded of a friend he couldn’t help.

Jude drove past State Street and headed up French Street. It had been a while since he had been in Sullivan’s Pub and decided that tonight was a good time to start. Jude didn’t even bother looking around as he entered, he went straight to the bar and ordered a beer. 

The atmosphere in the pub was different than he was used to but he wasn’t going to leave. Different was what he had wanted. He sipped his beer and let his gaze fall on the television set in his line of vision. There was a baseball game on but he wasn’t even interested enough to catch which teams were playing. 

Jude ordered a basket of fries and was starting to relax a bit. He had been playing out the worst case scenario of the trip in his head all afternoon that it never occurred to him that it might actually turn out okay. There was no use worrying about something you couldn’t control. Jude tried to clear his mind and took another sip of his beer.

It was when he let himself look around at his surroundings that he realized he was still wearing his paint covered clothes. He smiled to himself and looked around the bar, surely no one would care if he came in dressed like this. It was while glancing at the far end of the bar when he noticed a familiar face. It couldn’t be...

Kent Kowalski had been sitting at the bar waiting for a friend when he couldn’t believe his own eyes. Kent stared at the man in jeans and a t-shirt who hesitantly sat at the bar a little ways from him. Was that dirt all over his clothes? No, it was paint. Kent had always wondered what Jude Weber had been up to all these years.

He knew Jude hadn’t seen him when he first walked in. He didn’t even look around at first, something was obviously on his mind that kept him preoccupied. This gave Kent plenty of time to size Jude up. Physically he looked the same as he remembered him from his teenaged years. When did they see each other last, nineteen...early twenties maybe? Whenever it was, Kent just remembers having to leave town fast, he never did check up on Jude or what happened to him.

Other than looking like someone who had just finished painting a house, Jude was still over six feet tall and muscular. Kent would probably come up to his shoulders and was a bit more rounded in the middle, but it was never a matter of being able to fight each other when it came to Kent and Jude. They were always on the same side, the criminals. Kent kept checking his watch, his friend was late, again. No matter, it gave him more time to observe Jude.

The moment Jude and Kent’s eyes connected, recognition showed on Jude’s face. It was like driving past a car accident, you didn’t want to look but you just couldn’t tear your eyes away. Jude was frozen in place remembering all the years he spent with this man. He was trouble. Jude saved himself and got out, he wasn’t so sure about Kent.

Jude shifted in his seat when Kent stood up and took the seat next to him. He wanted to be anywhere but here when the memories came back of their years together. Jude tried to focus his eyes on the baseball game but was all too aware of the man to his right.

“Jude,” Kent said. “Long time no see, buddy.”

Jude didn’t want to act like old friends. That was the furthest from the truth for these two men. It was too late to just get up and leave, Kent knew how to make trouble.

“Kent,” Jude said. “Didn’t know you were still in town.”

Kent motioned to the bartender to bring him and Jude another beer then nudged Jude’s shoulder.

“Well, it’s more like I’m here on business,” Kent said.

“Whose business are you getting into now?” Jude asked.

Kent laughed a strained laugh. It was the kind of laugh that was also a warning to Jude to be careful what he was insinuating.

“Now, now, we aren’t here to discuss business are we?” Kent asked. “We’re just two old friends catching up with a beer.”

Jude shifted again. He was feeling very uncomfortable and wished he would have just left when he had the chance. Jude didn’t want to know what he was doing or be involved in any of his schemes anymore. It had gotten him into trouble years ago and he would never make that same mistake again.

“How’s the wife these days?” Kent asked.

Jude felt his whole body tense at the question. How did he know he was married?

“So, is Louise sticking around this time?” Kent continued.

Jude refused to take the bait or let on how much his questions bothered him. Someone was keeping him informed on what they have been doing and he didn’t like it. He wondered who still kept in touch with Kent Kowalski after all these years, especially after what he did that made him leave town.

“What? Not going to chat with your old friend?” Kent sneered.

“Just stop,” Jude said calmly. “You are not a friend and I will not discuss me or my family with you so you can leave now and go back to where you came from.”

Kent laughed. “Oh Jude, no need to get your feathers all ruffled. I was just making small talk until my girlfriend got here. I’m not trying to make any trouble.”

Jude tried to remain calm and desperately wanted to believe that he wasn’t here to make trouble, but that’s all Kent was capable of doing. Jude had finished his fries and drank the last of his beer and was about to turn and leave when he heard a notification from a phone. 

Kent and Jude both checked their phones but it was Kent’s phone that let him know there was a text. “Oh great, she’s here,” Kent said.

Jude was paying his tab when Kent waved at someone coming in the door. Jude almost lost his balance as he watched Avery walk up to Kent and give him a hug and kiss. When Avery turned to Jude, she was equally as startled to see him.

Shit.

“You two might already know each other, isn’t that right, Jude?” Kent said with a smirk.

Avery and Jude just stared at each other as Jude let out a long sigh. He needed to get out of there, now. This night had just gone from bad to worse in less than two hours. Jude felt the walls closing in on him and headed for the door without saying a word to either of them.

Jude sat in his truck with his hands gripping the steering wheel for a few minutes to settle his thoughts. He had just ran into his ex girlfriend hanging out with his old friend who was nothing but trouble. An ominous feeling had settled into the pit of his stomach that Jude just couldn’t shake the whole way home.

His only consolation was that he was going home to Lou. Then he remembered what he had just committed to with his manager, Cal. Jude suddenly felt so exhausted and wished he could just sleep for the next twenty four hours. 
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Chapter 4
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All week Jude had struggled with needing to tell Lou about their upcoming trip to Japan but there never seemed to be a right time. Jude either left to his studio too early or Lou came home too late to find the right time for that conversation. Jude also delayed telling her about Kent. 

He thought Lou might remember Kent from high school, but it wasn’t like they moved in the same circles. Jude was able to have a foot in each circle at school. He was athletic and had the pretty girlfriend but having absent parents let him fit right in with the troublemakers, too. Lou never knew how much he hung out with the troublemakers after she left Erie.

Again, Jude was awake long before Lou and was sitting up in bed when she finally opened her eyes. Jude was reading an art supplies catalog when she smiled and reached for him. Jude could never deny Lou anything so he closed his magazine and laid back down to kiss her. He decided he couldn’t wait any longer.

“I have some good news,” Jude began with more optimism than he felt. “I’m going to participate in an art show in a couple of months and I want you to come.” Jude paused. “In Tokyo.”

Lou’s face lit up at the news as he knew it would. There was no turning back now. She kissed him and then let out a scream of delight. Jude listened as Lou told him how excited she was and started listing all of the things she needed to do before the trip. Number one on the list was hire a second doctor for her office. She would never be able to just close down for a week or two, she couldn’t do that to her patients. 

Jude laid on his back with his hands behind his head watching as Lou moved with the efficiency of a tornado around the room. After naming everyone she needed to call and inform, she then thought of what she needed to buy for the trip. Lou got dressed and then grabbed her phone and laptop before going downstairs. Jude was left alone in the aftermath.

He took his time going downstairs. Lou was already on her second cup of coffee when Jude entered the kitchen. She pointed to the phone at her ear as a sign to not talk to her right now. Jude simply nodded, poured a cup of coffee and walked out the back door to the beach. Dressed in just his shorts, he stood at the waters edge and let the waves ripple over his feet. The motion was rhythmic and calming.

Jude also decided that he would not tell Lou about Kent, not now...not ever if he could help it. If Avery was involved with Kent, it was not going to be kept a secret for long. Jude just needed it not think about him in order to get rid of this pounding headache. They would just avoid them for as long as possible.  

Feeling a little better, Jude turned to go back inside. Lou must have hung up because it was very quiet inside. As Jude’s wet feet hit the hardwood floor, he almost slipped. He must remember to put a rug there. He refilled his coffee and joined Lou at the kitchen table as her fingers tapped on her laptop.

“Good morning,” Jude said.

Lou looked up and smiled then returned to her computer. Jude took a sip of the hot coffee and watched her type. Sensing him watching her, Lou looked up again and then closed her laptop.

“Hi,” Lou replied.

“Who were you talking to?” Jude asked.

“Oh, well, first I called Suni to let her know the good news. Then, I called mom,” Lou replied. “Then I went on the internet to create a job opening at Little Angels Pediatrics.”

Jude smiled. “Oh, is that all?”

Lou laughed. “I’m so sorry. I’ve been so busy ever since you told me I never even asked how you felt about it.”

Jude considered this for a moment. “I suppose I like it...I’ve never been to Japan.”

“That makes two of us,” Lou replied. “You know when Suni talked about what Tokyo looked and sounded like, I immediately felt like I wanted to go and see it for myself.”

“I know,” Jude said.

The tone in Jude’s voice made Lou look at him. There was a sadness in his eyes that wasn’t there earlier. She watched him play with his beach glass bracelet on his wrist, a gift from her.

“What’s wrong?” She asked.

Then she saw it. Lou knew exactly what Jude was afraid of. She thought back to their conversation they had on Tony’s dock and it hit her. He thinks she will see what she is missing and want it again...want it more than she wants him.

“You’re wrong,” Lou protested.

“Okay,” Jude replied. He didn’t have the strength to argue.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Lou said. “Mom wants us to come down. She said it’s been ages since she’s seen us and wants to show us their place.”

“She does remember that we were there already, right?” Jude asked.

Lou laughed because her mother did suffer short term memory loss since her accident and coma a couple of years ago. But she had only lost memories from before the accident, not after.
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