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Chapter 1
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The relief Louise felt when she walked through her apartment door was instant. It had been a very long day, as usual. Her headache throbbed in the background as she locked the door, kicked off her shoes and made her way to the kitchen. It was dark, only the city lights coming in through the windows illuminated the room. She stumbled to the light switch on the wall, careful not to stub another toe. Louise always felt instantly calm when walking around her apartment. She had great taste in furnishings and would be a home body if doctors could work from home.

Louise took a glass out of the kitchen cupboard and filled it with water. She took a couple capsules of the headache medicine and drank the water eagerly. She didn’t even mind the train ride home tonight, even dozing off a few minutes. The train was nearly empty, just the usual mix of drunks and professionals. It was already past eleven at night. Normally she would go right to bed but she was off tomorrow. Louise felt like she wanted something stronger than water and poured herself a glass of Pinot Grigio as she headed towards to the shower. 

She turned on lights as she moved from room to room. Louise began stripping off her scrubs as soon as she walked into her bedroom, her sanctuary. She had heard once that the color blue was calming so she painted her walls a light sky blue, her comforter was a deep ocean blue and her room darkening curtains were a sapphire blue, the blue that matched her lake back home. She did not often think of home. She wasn’t sentimental like that. Louise, or Lou, as they called her back home in Erie, left right after high school graduation. She did not want to stay in Erie, she had loftier ambitions and wanted more than Erie could provide. If that meant saying goodbye to the city, and certain people, then it would be worth it to her.

Louise sipped her wine and then stepped into the warm shower. The feeling of exhaustion from the day being washed away was very exhilarating. She had an extra hard day at work. As a pediatrician, she was used to getting called on cases of bumps, bruises and broken limbs, but today a little boy was sick and his parents couldn’t get a proper diagnosis. After Louise had multiple tests done on the boy, they found out it was leukemia. It was difficult to say as a doctor, even worse for the parents to hear, but now that they knew what they were dealing with, they could fight it with medicine. 

Her thoughts were still on the little boy when she came into the living room and turned on the tv. She relaxed on her leather couch and wanted to watch something that would take her mind off of things. The wine had helped and she allowed herself to get interested in a movie and fell asleep.

The next morning, Louise woke up with a renewed energy. Her best days off were the ones that allowed her to stay home. No plans. Just cooking, reading, relaxing, going for a walk or watching a movie. She opened her curtains to let the sunshine in. Louise had started making her breakfast of scrambled eggs and toast when her phone rang.

“Hi Ben.”

“Hello babe. Don’t forget about tonight! We can’t be late.”

“I know and I won’t,” said Louise.

“Okay, I’ll call you later. Gotta go.”

Benjamin Brock was a neurosurgeon at the hospital. He was also Louise’s boyfriend of nearly two years. He was a few years older and very handsome. He fell for Louise as soon as he saw her that first day she entered the hospital. He made no secret of the fact that he wanted to ask her out, so when Ben finally did, she accepted. 

His phone call left Louise anxious. She had hours before she had to start getting ready for his event, but already she felt the pressure of looking perfect on his arm. Ben could be a bit demanding, but she supposed when everyone caters to your every want, you can’t help but develop the ego along with it. Louise did love Ben, otherwise she would not still be in a relationship with him.

She tried to relax and enjoy a quiet day at home. She picked up a novel from her coffee table. A Kristin Hannah she had been trying to finish for weeks, when her phone rang again.

“Hi Ben.”

“Hey babe. I have reservations for dinner after my awards ceremony tonight,” Ben said. “So try not to eat before the ceremony.”

“Sounds great,” Lou replied

“Okay, see you later!”

The anxiety started to feel like butterflies in her stomach. No longer able to concentrate on the words on the page, Louise returned the book to the coffee table and turned on the television. At least anything on tv would calm her nerves when she thought about walking into a room full of surgeons ready to give awards to each other about how wonderful they all are. 

She had been to events like this with Ben before and always felt out of place. Yes, they were both doctors and it should be easy for her to mix and mingle with other doctors, but as soon as she said she was a pediatrician, they didn’t really know how to respond to that.

Ben would be outside her apartment building in thirty minutes. He always used the same car service because they were so prompt. This gave Louise enough time for one last look in the mirror. She decided to leave her long brown hair down, just putting curls in it. Her black dress was off the shoulders but came down to her knees. She chose this dress so that she could wear the diamond necklace Ben had given her for Christmas. Her make up was flawless and she sprayed herself with perfume before grabbing a shawl and purse and catching the elevator to the lobby. 

The car was waiting right out front as promised. Ben got out to open the door and commented on how beautiful she looked.

“Thank you,” Louise replied. “You look very handsome yourself.”

“Well, I thought a tuxedo would be best,” Ben said, bringing his fingers up to adjust his bow tie. “I just hope it doesn’t run too long. Our reservations are for nine.”

The event was just as Louise expected. A ballroom full of every type of surgeon you could imagine. There were cardiac surgeons laughing at jokes told by the plastic surgeons. The orthopedic surgeons were planning golf tee times with the vascular surgeons. Louise always got asked at these types of events if she will become a pediatric surgeon. She wanted to say ‘Not if I can help it,’ but usually just answered, ‘Yes’. This made them light up and take over the conversation leaving Louse free to just smile and nod.

To Louise, the night seemed to drag on endlessly. She was hungry and already had two glasses of wine. She asked the bartender for a glass of water just as they called Ben to the stage for his award. It was something to do with his latest publication in the medical journals about his work with Parkinson’s patients. 

She really was proud of him, but when he started talking about the details of his findings, she just zoned out for a while. She didn’t want to tell him this, so she always acted interested. For Louise, this confirmed the fact that she couldn’t really be a surgeon. She loved the interaction with her patients, even when the kids cried while getting a shot. She liked her patients to be awake when she saw then, not under anesthesia in an operating room.

Louise was beyond relieved when Ben grabbed her arm and said it was time for dinner. The driver took them to the best French restaurant in New York City, Le Jardin. She had never been here before, but was sure Ben had, since the hostess seemed to recognize him and led them to a table by the window. He held the chair for Louise and they both sat down to look at the menu. When the waiter came, Ben asked for champagne. The restaurant had chandeliers, white linen tablecloths and candles lit at every table.

“We are celebrating tonight!” Ben explained to the waiter. “Dom Pérignon, please.”

“But of course, sir!” The waiter replied. “Congratulations!”

"Thank you. Hopefully the start of many more celebrations tonight,” Ben said, looking at Louise. His expression was smug.

She didn’t know what Ben meant but continued studying the menu for something she understood. She didn’t speak French, only took Spanish in high school, so she decided to rely on him to help her choose.

“I really don’t know what anything is, Ben.”

“It’s okay, babe, I’ll order for you. What are you in the mood for?”

“Fish maybe, not snails. Baked fish sounds good,” Louise answered.

“Oh yes, their fish is wonderful here. Also, their steak just melts in your mouth.” Ben paused, “I think I’ll get the steak.”

They ordered when the champagne arrived. When the waiter popped the cork, everyone around looked at them and then smiled, sensing a celebration. With their glasses filled and bubbles dripping down the sides, Ben raised his glass to hers.

“To our future!” Ben said. They clinked glasses and took a sip of the bubbly champagne. Ben and Louise enjoyed the sparkling wine and didn’t set their glasses down until the food arrived. She was famished and feeling a little tipsy. Her baked fish with rice and vegetables looked and smelled delicious. Ben’s steak, baked potato and carrots looked equally appealing. Louise could not wait to dig in and picked up her fork immediately. It was so flaky, buttery and soft that she barely said a word during dinner. Ben ate and talked the entire time.

When their plates and glasses were cleared, the waiter asked if they wanted dessert. Louise yawned and Ben declined dessert. When they were finally alone, he reached his hand over to take one of her hands.

“This has been such a wonderful evening. I know these events can be boring for you and I appreciate the effort you make for me,” Ben said.

“Oh Ben,” Louise started.

“Wait, let me finish,” Ben interrupted. “I enjoy being with you and I really want you to move in with me. I want to be with you all the time. I love you.” Ben paused, reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a black velvet box. “Louise, will you marry me?”

Stunned and completely taken by surprise, Louise felt like everything that happened from the moment she saw the black velvet box was in slow motion. She brought her hands to her mouth, unable to hide her utter surprise at the question, and just stared at the box that she knew contained a ring. She also knew that whatever answer she gave at that moment would change the course of her life for good. 

Did she want it to change? Did she want to marry him? Louise liked Ben, even loved him, but was she ready to be married? She liked having her own place, her sanctuary. She started thinking of the things she would be giving up. Time had stopped, she felt as if she had days to answer his question. The ringing of her phone brought her back to reality.

She looked from Ben, to the box, to her phone. It was on the table next to her and face up. Dad. In the midst of the chaos in her mind, she couldn’t understand why her father was calling. It did not make any sense, so maybe that was why it was so easy for her to put up a finger to Ben and push out her chair.

“Just a minute, I have to take this,” Louise said calmly.

Leaving Ben holding the velvet box, she grabbed her phone and walked towards the lobby. When she found a quiet corner, she answered.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Lou,” her father replied. “I, uh, hate to call so late, but something happened tonight, with your mother.”

“Is she okay?” Louise asked anxiously.

“Well, she’s in a coma. Hit and run. They don’t really know much more than that. I guess we have to just wait and see.”

Louise could hear him choke up at the end of his sentence. “Do they have a prognosis?”

“The doctors say she’s lucky. Her air bags saved her from any further injuries, but she has some broken ribs and hit her head, so...”

“Dad,” Louise started, “I’m coming home. I’ll get a flight as soon as possible.”

“Okay, Lou.” Then the line went dead.

Louise stood holding her phone. She looked at the time. Ten twenty. If she left now, packed a quick bag and headed to the airport, she may be able to get the last flight out, or at least far enough to rent a car the rest of the way. She knew flights into Erie International Airport were limited, but something deep inside her told her to go. Louise almost walked out of the restaurant door when she suddenly remembered Ben. Ben! She didn’t even give him an answer.

She returned to the table. “Ben I have to go. I’m so sorry. Something terrible has happened and I have to go home. I’ll get a taxi.”

Ben stood up. Louise didn’t see the black box, he must have put it away.

“Okay, babe.”

“I knew you would understand. I have to go home.” Louise said as she grabbed her shawl and left the restaurant.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Louise walked through the front door of her childhood home at nearly six in the morning. She was able to get the last flight of the night out of New York City, after some very fast packing, and fly as far as Buffalo. Louise knew Buffalo well, it was where she went to college and medical school. She was able to rent a car, drink copious amounts of coffee and drive to Erie. 

The green highway signs that counted down the miles to her hometown gave her a twinge of comfort. It had been over ten years since she had lived here, having only returned a handful of times since then for various holidays, but only for a few days at a time. This was different, this felt like she was driving into the unknown. 

Louise had called her supervisor and explained the situation. She was given a leave of absence from the hospital. She knew she needed to explain everything to Ben but that could wait. He had called again while she was at the airport.

“Babe, where are you? I am at your apartment but you’re not home.”

“I am at the airport,” Louise replied.

“Airport? What the heck are you doing there?” Ben asked in a harsh tone. “You said you were going home.”

Louise, realizing the misunderstanding, explained to Ben about the phone call from her father. She relayed the information her father had given her about her mother’s coma and hoped he understood her need to be by her side. Of course Ben would understand, he was a doctor. The only wild card was how long she would be gone. She did not know and could not give him an answer. She promised to call him everyday with updates.

“Dad,” Louise said, walking through the quiet house. She saw him lying on the couch. She knelt beside him and took his hand. At this moment he looked so frail, so old. He wasn’t though, only in his sixties, Louise always pictured her father tall, muscular and strong. It was starting to feel like she had been away a lot longer than ten years. His hair was almost completely gray, his cheeks a bit sunken and more wrinkles.

“Dad,” she said again.

Thomas Jensen opened his eyes and smiled. “Lou, you came. Or am I dreaming?” He smirked and sat up.

“Hi Dad,” Lou replied. “I’m home.” She smiled and gave her dad a hug. “How’s mom?”

“She’s the same. They kick me out of the hospital at nine each night, so I guess as long as I don’t get a phone call, she’s the same.”

“Can I make us some breakfast? I’m starving.”

“Sure,” Tom said. “I don’t think I have eaten since lunchtime yesterday.”

Lou gave her dad a quick look and thought he looked a lot thinner, now that he was standing. It was early August and the last of the warm days. Her dad wore shorts and a polo shirt, most likely still his clothes from yesterday. Lou looked around the house. Newspapers were piling up on the kitchen table. The trash needed to be taken out and there were dirty dishes in the sink. The house needed a good cleaning.

“Why don’t you go take a shower and change clothes. I’ll make us a breakfast feast,” she said.

Her father did as he was told. Tom was thankful to have someone else in the house. He walked around the boxes that were stacked in the living room. He would have to explain those to Lou later. Instead, he went upstairs to freshen up. Since Louise and Anthony had both moved out and gone on with their lives, it was just Thomas and Laura at home. It was a gorgeous home. One of the older homes on the lake. Four bedrooms, three baths, but most of their time was spent in the back patio and porch. You could walk right from the porch, onto the sand and into Lake Erie. The boat dock was empty. Tom had given the boat to Tony when he got married, figured he would have more use for it. Now that Tony had a daughter of his own, they will make their own fishing memories with it.

Lou had put plates out for them when her father walked into the kitchen. 

“Smells good,” Tom said with excitement. “I could eat a horse!”

“Well, I had to make do with what was in your refrigerator, which is not much by the way. How did mom not have this fully stocked? I thought she went shopping a couple of times a week.”

“Your mom has been, uh, busy lately,” Tom looked down at this plate and started eating.  He hoped to avoid any more talk about life at home. There were things Lou did not know, yet, and he was not ready to share.

“Speaking of mom, what time do visiting hours start?”

“Eight,” he replied. They both looked at their watches and saw that they had ten minutes. 

“Eat up and we’ll head out.”

“Ok, Lou, but maybe we should drive separately. I can’t sit there for long periods of time. It is just too much.”

“That’s fine, Dad,” Lou replied. “I have other errands to run anyway.”

Tom smiled, happy to avoid too much explanation, he put the dishes in the sink. “I’ll get to these when I come home.”

Louise and her father each drove separately to the hospital. Tom showed her the way to Laura’s room on the fourth floor. The nurse had taken her blood pressure when they walked in.

“This is my daughter, Louise, from New York City. She’s a doctor,” her father explained.

“Well, nice to meet you Louise. I’m your mother’s day nurse, Kelli,” she replied. Nurse Kelli looked from father to daughter and frowned. “I’m sorry I can’t give you any better news, but there is still no change.” Nurse Kelli finished her testing and left the room.

Lou pulled up a chair and took her mom’s hand opposite her father. They both talked to her and to each other. It was surreal to Lou how different two days could possibly be. Yesterday she was relaxed, at home reading, getting dressed up to go out and all of a sudden Ben had a black velvet box. Ben. Lou hadn’t talked to him since the airport. He can wait.

Lou noticed that when her father talked to her mom about coming home, he got very emotional. Like he was pleading with her to do more than just wake up and walk in the door. It was deeper than that. Her father said he was going to get some coffee. For some reason, she even questioned whether he meant in the hospital or at home. 

Well, he did say he couldn’t stay here long. Lou changed seats and took the one her father vacated. It was padded and it reclined. She had grabbed a book from home and started reading amidst the silence of the room. Silence except for the beeping of the machines.

She had begun chapter three when a man walked into the room. He was dressed in street clothes, so most likely not a doctor or nurse. The man was startled to see Lou sitting on the chair and she could see he almost turned and walked back out. Like a deer caught in headlights, he slowly entered the room and cleared his throat.

“Hello, I’m Stanley. Stanley Frey, a friend of Laura’s,” the mystery man said. Clearly uncomfortable with the situation.

“Hello, I’m Louise, her daughter,” Lou replied, eyeing this strange man up and down. “How do you know my mother?”

“Oh, well, we work together. Or worked together. She may want to retire after this,” Stanley took one more hesitant step inside the room. “She’s talked about you. You are the doctor, right?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Lou answered. “But she’s never mentioned you.”

Stanley shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Well, she’s only been working part time. We worked for Lake Erie Realty together. I don’t suppose my name would come up.” Stanley took a step backwards toward the door. “I’ll just go and leave you alone with your mother. I can come back another time, to check on her recovery.”

Stanley turned around and left the room. Lou was left with a strange feeling. What was he not telling her? Does her father know about Stanley? She decided that it could wait. It was past noon and she was hungry. She packed up her things and kissed her mother goodbye. She squeezed her hand and said she would be back later.

In the car, Lou called her brother. “Hi Tony, are you home?”

“Yes, where are you?”

“I’m here, in Erie,” Lou answered. “Can I come over? I’ll bring lunch.”

“Sure, but you don’t need to bring any food, there is plenty here. The game is on.”

Lou looked at her phone again. It was Sunday, of course there was a game. Was it football season already? No, August was baseball, right? It didn’t matter, she was never really interested in sports like her dad and brother. “Okay, I’ll see you in ten.”

Tony had bought a house near their parent’s, but a little smaller. Lou always called it a cabin, which made him mad. It was the perfect size for him and his small family. Tony married Suni, his Japanese wife, after college. He became an EMT and Suni became a nurse. They had an adorable daughter, Hannah, who was five. Their cabin on the lake was peaceful and as long as they did not have any more kids, it was just the right size. It sometimes surprised Lou that they all went into the medical field in some way. Perhaps, subconsciously, they just wanted to help people.

Lou parked her rental beside a pick up truck that she didn’t recognize. Well, it was a game day, his friends were probably here, too. She grabbed the bag from Topps that contained the popsicles she couldn’t resist buying at the grocery store, since it had warmed up today. She walked in the front door and was immediately greeted by Hannah. Her arms spread out and ready to be picked up, which Lou was happy to oblige.

“Hey big girl, do you remember your Aunt Lou?”

“Yes!” Hannah shouted, “Hi, Aunt Lou!” 

Lou kissed Hannah’s cheek and carried her into the kitchen. She released Hannah and gave Suni a hug. “How are you doing?”

“Hi Lou, I’m good,” Suni replied. “I didn’t know you were in town.”

“Me, either,” said Tony, coming up behind her. They hugged and Lou handed him the bag of popsicles.

“These better go in the freezer, unless you want them now,” Lou said. “And, yes, I came as soon as I found out about mom.” Suni took the popsicles and Tony led her to the living room.

“We can talk about mom later, there is someone you should say ‘Hi’ to first.” Lou followed Tony into the living room, not knowing which of his friends were here for the game.

Jude stood in the middle of the living room when Lou approached the couch. Their eyes never wavered from each other. She felt her palms go sweaty, her heart begin to race, and her breathing grow faster. Jude felt all of the same feelings as Lou, she could tell. He even gave it away when he physically wiped his palms on his jeans.

“Hi, Lou.”

“Hello, Jude.” 

Silence. It was Jude. Jude who grew up with her, who became high school sweethearts with her, who took her to prom, and was her first kiss. Jude, who she dumped and broke his heart when she left Erie to go to college. She had said she couldn’t do a long distance relationship because she wasn’t coming back to Erie, and now she was standing in front of him in her brother’s house. Jude. So many feelings and emotions came back for both of them. Did she not expect to run into him while she was here? 

Speak, someone speak. “It’s good to see you, Lou.”

Lou walked over to give him a hug. “It’s good to see you, too.”

Jude looked at Tony, “I’m gonna go. I’ll give you time to talk and catch up.” Then Jude looked at her, “I’ll see you around.”

“Sure,” was all Lou could say. She watched him as he walked out the door.

Tony was unaware of the hurricane of emotions that swirled inside of his sister and it took Lou a minute to remember why she had come in the first place.

“Hey, who is Stanley Frey?” Lou asked her brother.

Tony looked from Lou to Suni and took a deep breath. “A lot has changed since you left,” Tony started. “Mom and Dad have been having a rough time lately, not getting along.” Tony saw that Lou was hearing all of this for the first time.  It was easier for him to say because he has had a year to process things. She was hearing it for the first time ever. “They were getting ready to separate and Dad was going to move out. I am sure you’ve seen the boxes at the house.” She nodded but remained quiet, listening. “Stanley is mom’s boyfriend.”

It was too much for Lou. Not only did she learn that her mother was in a coma, she found out that they were separating. On top of that, she ran into Jude. Her emotions were frazzled and she needed to sit down. Tony knew this was only going to be the beginning for her.

Jude sat in his truck for a few minutes, unable to leave. The girl who left him ten years ago was back. He knew their mother was in the hospital, but he never dared to think she would come back. He wasn’t naive enough to think she would stay for him. But meeting her tonight definitely shook him. He hoped that they would meet again before she left.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3


[image: ]




After spending the next afternoon on the back porch watching the waves, Louise decided to rip off the figurative bandage and call her friends. She knew she damaged these relationships as well when she just left ten years ago, but she didn’t want another blind meeting like she had earlier with Jude. Lou had three best friends in high school, besides Jude. She decided to call all three and make plans, since she figured she was going to be here for awhile. She pulled out her phone and saw a missed call. Actually several missed calls, all from Ben.

Lou took a deep breath and called him back first. “Hi Ben.”

“Louise, I’ve been trying to call you all day. How is everything?”

“I saw mom and there’s still no change,” Lou answered, deciding to leave the other surprises out of this conversation.

“Do you want me to come there?” Ben asked.

“No, Ben, there’s nothing you can do. Plus, there are some things I have to deal with here first. I’ll call you later.”

“Wait, what things?” Ben asked.

“Nothing important, I’ll call you later tonight.” Lou replied and hung up.

She took another deep breath, then another. Lou wasn’t sure how her other friends would react to seeing her here again. All she could do was try to make amends for leaving and not keeping in touch.

“Hi, Rose?” Asked Lou.

“Yes, who is this?”

“It’s Lou. I’m in town for a little while and would love to meet up. How does that sound?” She was half expecting her to hang up.

A long pause, “Okay, I’m free today. Actually we all hang out at Leon’s bar Sunday afternoons. If you want to see everyone, that is.”

“Well, sure. Who is everyone?”

“Me and Danny, Avery and Leon.”

“Okay, I was going to call them next anyway. What time?”

“Four, Pilgrim’s Bar on State Street.”

“Okay, I’ll see you there.”

After checking on her father, Lou went upstairs to change. She remembered when the six of them were inseparable. She always knew Rose and Danny would marry. She supposed people thought that of her and Jude, too. Avery was the wild one, dating everyone and anyone. Leon was the stable friend to go to with our problems. No wonder he ended up a bartender, now he hears everyone’s problems. Lou didn’t know how this was going to go, they may be happy to see her, but she left so abruptly and she didn’t come home much. There may be a lot of hard feelings still.

When she walked into Pilgrim’s Bar, it was a strange feeling for her. She was obviously over twenty one, but she was never over twenty one when she lived here, so it still felt a bit illegal. Leon saw her first and waved for her to come to the bar. Everyone was already there. This really was their regular routine. Everyone exchanged hugs and kisses on the cheek and they made room for Lou to sit between Rose and Avery. Leon had some bruises on his face and arms.

“Leon what happened? Are you okay?” Asked Lou.

“Yea, sure. Just had a bit of an accident. I’ll be fine,” replied Leon. 

Leon was African American, but even with his dark complexion, she could tell those were bruises from more than just a little accident. Rose was pretty, with her auburn hair and big green eyes. Danny was Italian. He had thick, dark hair and wore a gold cross necklace, probably to show off his chest hair. Avery was the beauty queen, drama queen and cheerleader. Even now, she just needed to sweep her blond hair over her shoulder and bat her long eyelashes to get any guy to do her a favor.

They started with shots of whiskey, then beers. To look at them from a distance anyone would think they were the best of friends, such a tight knit group of people. Each friend took a turn giving the highlights from the last ten years. They fell into a rhythm that was comfortable and familiar. It was civil, cordial and a little cautious to begin with. 

The shots and beers helped loosen everyone up and it slowly turned to laughs, memories and toasts to whatever they happened to think of. Avery had been giving off some hostile vibes and after a couple hours of camaraderie, let Lou know what she really thought of her when Jude’s name came up.

“You crushed him when you left! He was so broken and hurt by what you did!” Avery yelled. “He cried, you know! Cried in my arms. That’s what you did to him!” She glared at Lou with anger and resentment.

“Let’s just calm down, Avery,” Lou said, trying to defuse the situation.

“Avery, that was a long time ago,” Rose said.

“We are not here to bring up bad things from the past, Avery. Leave if you’re going to do that in this bar,” said Leon with authority.

“You all can sit here and pretend that everything is back to normal and forgotten, but I can’t forgive what you did to my Jude!” Avery yelled.

There was a stunned silence before Lou spoke. “You and Jude?” Lou looked from Leon to Rose to Danny. Their silence confirmed that it was true. Lou put money on the bar. She wanted to pay her tab and get out quick.

“We’ve been together ever since. You are hurting him just by being here. Leaving was the best thing you did for him.” Avery added. She was standing now, almost in a defensive position. She was someone who was always ready to throw a punch.

Lou started to walk away. “Well, it was good to see you guys again. Thanks.”

Rose ran after her as she headed for the door. “Lou, that’s not how we all feel. We are glad to see you and catch up. Everyone had a little too much to drink, Avery isn’t thinking straight.”

“Did you know Avery was with Jude?” Lou asked.

Rose looked down at the floor, “Yes, but it’s not like she says. They are on again off again at best.”

Lou simply hugged Rose and left the bar. Her mind was spinning on the ride home. She had no right to be mad, she knew that. It was irrational. She left him, of course he would find someone else, even be married with kids by now. But not her. Not Avery.

Lou knew there wasn’t any food at home, and now understanding why, she stopped at Topps to get some groceries. On edge, she scanned the other customers in case anyone recognized her. She knew that their reactions wouldn’t be all rainbows and sunshine. She just wasn’t prepared for it. Too many things were happening at once. Her brain was in overload and she now just longed to go home and sit on the beach. The lake would help her. 

Driving across town was starting to get emotional. Their first date, the first time she drove a car, her favorite restaurant and the mall. Comparing memories to how things look now could also be depressing. She prayed her mom would come out of the coma fast, for more reasons than one. She had to get out of here, again, and soon. 

Lou pulled up to the house and saw the lights on. Her father was still awake. She brought her bags of groceries in, set them on the counter and starting putting things away. She saw her father sitting in the living room watching the news. After the counters were clear, she went in to see her father.

“Hi Dad, are you hungry?”

“No, I had a bowl of cereal. That’s all I need tonight,” Tom replied. “Tony said you went to see them today.”

“Yes, Hannah is getting so big!” Lou replied.

Tom laughed. “Yes, I can’t keep up with her anymore. She’s definitely a handful.”

“Dad, how come you didn’t tell me about you and mom?’

Tom wasn’t expecting this question, not yet. He wanted to bring it up in his own time. He turned to look at her. “How am I supposed to tell my baby girl that her parents aren’t getting along. It was hard enough to tell Tony and he’s older and married with a child. I was going to move in with him. I know they don’t even have the room, but I could have slept on the couch. I would give your mother the house.” He paused, remembering the plans they must have made over these last several months.

“Who’s Stanley?”

“How do you know about Stanley?” Her father asked.

“He came to the hospital this morning,” Lou responded.

“Oh, I forgot. That’s usually why I don’t stay long. I try to avoid him,” Tom answered.

“How did they meet? He said they work together.”

“Yes. Your mother started staying late and working more. It was only a part time job, so I knew this wasn’t right. I simply asked her one day and she admitted she was seeing someone else. We agreed on a separation to see if that changed anything.” Her father paused and looked up at her, “I don’t like going to the hospital and seeing her like that.  They don’t even know who hit her."

Lou sat back in her chair and looked at her father. “Well, for now, those plans are on hold. Until she wakes up and tells me herself, I want you to relax and eat a normal dinner. I am starving and I’m making spaghetti.” Lou stood up and went over to her father. “I’ll bring you a plate when it’s done.” She kissed him on the cheek before heading to the kitchen to prepare dinner.

It was hard for Lou to see her father so unhappy. Was it all her mother’s fault? Was it Stanley’s? She would try to refrain from judgement at least until her mother woke up. Oh please wake up! Her phone let her know there was another text and another voicemail from Ben. He was another loose end for her, but because he was so far away, he could wait. There were more immediate people to deal with here. She needed to talk to Jude. As much as she tried to avoid him, they needed to talk. 

Tomorrow. She could deal with Jude tomorrow.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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Each day slowly turned into the next. No good news but no bad news. A routine had developed. Lou cooked for her father and they visited Laura in the hospital. They both avoided talking of Stanley. Tony came over, sometimes alone and sometimes with the family. It was so good to feel somewhat normal around here when possible. Lou was avoiding a lot of things in her personal life that if not dealt with soon, would come crashing down on her. First was Jude. She was too scared to invite him for dinner, so instead suggested he come for dessert and a drink on the beach.

“I’d be happy to,” Jude replied.

Lou made a chocolate cake, the round kind with two layers. She slapped Tom’s hand when he tried reaching for a finger full of icing. He just laughed and did it anyway. She loved her dad. He was always the one to go to for support and advice. Mom was the disciplinarian. She was quick to set the kids straight, but fair and firm. Lou loved them both and prayed they would work it out when she woke up. If she woke up.

There was a knock on the door. Seven o’clock. That would be Jude.

“Hi, come on in,” Lou said.

“Thank you for inviting me. I wasn’t sure you would want to see me while you were in town,” Jude replied.

“Well, after feeling the wrath of Avery, I wasn’t sure it was such a good idea, but I had to see you, Jude.”

“Wait, what do you mean the wrath of Avery?” Jude asked making a crease in his brows.

“I’m surprised she didn’t fill you in right away. The other day, I met her, Rose, Danny and Leon at Pilgrim’s and she just went off on me, about you. How I had hurt you.” Lou felt uneasy under his gaze, so she turned and got three plates and a knife.

“I don’t see Avery very often,” Jude replied. “Not much anymore. I will admit we dated, but nothing serious.”

Lou didn’t look up, it was none of her business. She cut the cake and took a piece into her father, who was watching the news. When Lou came back into the kitchen she handed Jude a beer and said, “Let’s go outside. It’s almost sunset.” They took their cake and beer to the beach.

The sky and water were glowing orange and red. Erie was known for having beautiful sunsets, but tonight was the most vibrant she had seen in a very long time. “This is my happy place,” said Lou.

“I know what you mean. I don’t think I could ever leave,” replied Jude. Then, realizing what he had just said, “I’m sorry, Lou, I didn’t mean anything against your leaving. I’m proud of you for becoming a doctor. You did it.”

“It’s okay, I deserve it.” They both ate their cake and sipped their beers. “I’m sorry.”

“For what? Following your dreams? Just stop it, Lou. I understand why you did it,” Jude replied.

“But I’m sorry for how I did it. I was young and stupid.” Lou heard her phone ring and looked at the screen, Ben. Jude saw it, too.

“Who’s Ben?” Asked Jude.

“My boyfriend.” She looked over at Jude. They were sharing a log on the sand and she sensed him straighten at the word.

“Is he nice?” Jude asked.

“Yes, but he’s a surgeon, so he’s got an ego, too.” Wanting to change the subject, “What do you do, Jude?”

“I’m a painter,” Jude replied, looking down at his feet in the sand.

“Oh, like houses and stuff?” Lou asked.

“Something like that,” he replied with a smile.

There was a silence that fell as they watched the sun disappear into the lake. The lake, itself, brought back memories for them that they haven’t talked about since they were kids. But tonight, it was like the elephant in the room. As it got darker, they could hear the waves on the shore.

“You know, after graduation, I became a lifeguard on the beach,” Jude said.

Lou knew where this conversation was going and wanted nothing more than to avoid it. 

“Brad works for the marine rescue team,” Jude continued.

Lou felt tears fill her eyes. Jude looked at her.

“Do you ever think about that night?” Jude finally asked. The question he had been aching to ask everyday since she left. The night that changed the lives of Lou and Tony Jensen, but most importantly, the lives of Brad, Jude and Jackson Weber.

“Yes,” replied Lou, wiping at the tears that were now running down her cheeks.

“I don’t want to ever forget,” started Jude. “Mostly to remind myself how stupid I was so that nothing like that ever happened again. I guess that’s why my brother and I went into jobs that help people in the water.”
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