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Chapter One
Sunday

Feeling Angie’s hand in mine in those first moments together on the platform at Princeton Junction made it feel as though the 120 days we’d spent apart had flown by at light speed. There were times I didn’t think I’d make it and fantasized about taking my guitars and leaving school altogether, especially on days when I could tell that Angie’s chemo was really getting to her. It hadn’t flown by at all, but it felt like it in that moment when we were finally together.
I was completely surprised when I saw Angie at the station with Mom to meet my train. She’d told me she had “something to do” that night, but it turns out she’d just been messing with me. After four months apart, I could not have been happier. As I put my guitar and bags in the trunk of Mom’s ancient Mercury Tracer, I realized that I wasn’t entirely sure what was going to happen next, but, as Angie said, it was Christmas. Our first Christmas together. Well, like really together anyway, and I found myself more than willing, WAY more than willing to simply go along for the ride this time.
After all, I was the one coming home. I knew I was going to be spending time with Mom and Nana, Angie’s family, including Angie’s sister and her new fiancé who worked with ducks. I knew I’d also see Angie’s Uncle Bob and Aunt Jenny, who were already part of my Christmas surprises for Angie and for Mom. Nana had said that my ridiculous Uncle Ted was planning to join us this year as well, following his first semester at Seton Hall Law School. No one was holding their breath that Uncle Ted would last as a law student any more than he’d lasted as a professional wrestler, a lighting technician for Bruce Springsteen, a “Little Monster” for Lady Gaga, a student of Jeet Kun Do, an actor, chef, or as an urban planner, which was what he briefly went to college for long before I was born. Nana used to say, “Teddy is bright, but in too many directions to really illuminate all that much.”
But I was home!
Angie and I piled into the backseat and were as politely physical as we could be while my mom drove the Tracer out of the parking lot and the snow began to taper off. It was pretty, but there was way less of it than we’d had back in Boston in the week leading up to finals. This snow didn’t seem to want to stick to anything other than the hood of Mom’s car, which always freaked her out.
“I’m gonna take the main roads, Ay,” she called, overly loud from the front seat. “I know you both like the back roads past Grover’s Mill, but I’m not gonna chance it in this weather or this car.”
“No problem, Mom.”
The longer I was in the back of the car with Angie, the longer it would be before I’d have to share her with anyone else. I loved the idea of all of our families gathering for Christmas, but I loved even more the idea that we would, at some point, have a moment alone. Just us, together. I’d been patient for 120 days and I was ready to spend real, normal time with my girlfriend. I mean, we’d had just that one night after I finally figured out how much I loved her before I had to leave for school. I was beyond ready to make up for lost time.
Nobody at the Conservatory gave me hassle about having an ‘off campus’ girlfriend because my suitemates, Randall, Freddy, Alex and Alex’s sister Marnie, had pretty much spread the word that I was not someone to mess with when it came to my girl and her back-home issues. They paved the way for me to be pretty much left alone with some of the social drama on campus, for which I remain eternally grateful. It’s amazing how much work I actually got done since I didn’t have any kind of drama surrounding a love life.
Mom carefully navigated Route 571, passing through Princeton to West Windsor, eventually to Windsor Township itself. I tore my eyes away from Angie long enough to look around at what had been my hometown and sole point of reference until I’d left for Boston.
Things looked pretty much the same. The big sledding hill next to the municipal building was already filling up with kids who were hoping the middling snow would amount to something. I remembered going there with Will, Pat and Brian back in elementary school. That memory made me think I ought to reach out to them now that I was home. I’d actually stayed in contact with them more than I thought I would, through Facebook mostly, now that I was on it.
I laughed out loud when we pulled up at the light on the corner by Carduner’s liquor store and the now shuttered Money Store where I’d had my impromptu dance session in the middle of Route 130 after dropping Angie at home following our last day in Wildwood.
Angie looked at me quizzically. “What’s so funny?”
I nodded at the intersection and whispered, “Shut up and dance!” Her eyes widened in surprise as she remembered the story and she started laughing too.
“Right there in the intersection? I imagined it more on the side of the road or something.”
“Nope, we were right there under the light,” I chuckled. “Mrs. Carduner’s security camera probably caught the whole thing!”
“It’s funny you should mention that.” Mom’s voice took the air out of our frivolity like a punch to the gut.
“Wait, really?” I asked. “I was kidding.”
“I would imagine so. Nevertheless, she recognized my car and told
the whole crowd at the diner about it when her bowling team came in after league night at the Bowl-a-Rama.” She did not sound amused, but then, she rarely did.
Angie’s face was turning red while she tried not to laugh even harder. I found myself slightly abashed until I remembered that I really didn’t care what Mrs. Carduner’s bowling team thought of me or my dancing. Mom, on the other hand, could be prickly about stuff she found embarrassing, so I needed to tread lightly.
“Um, how did you feel about that, Mom?” Angie was squeezing my hand and giving me a ‘Save yourself, I’m not gonna make it’ face.
The light turned green and she turned right, toward Jim’s Country Diner.
“You want to know how I felt about my son being captured on video after midnight dancing like a crazy person in the middle of the busiest stretch of highway in Mercer County, not to mention the busiest intersection in Windsor?”
I swallowed. I wasn’t in the mood for a fight.
“Um, well, I—”
“OR,” she barreled through, having none of my interruption. “Would the rock star like to know how I felt about being called out by Rosemary Carduner, who, despite being a pillar of the community and an incredibly charitable woman, has held a grudge against me for twenty-five years because I danced with Patrick Howard at the eighth-grade graduation dance?”
I wasn’t sure how to respond. The words Mom spoke made it seem like she was mad, but she didn’t really sound mad. I would not have put it past her to let her anger simmer for four months and then dish it out, though, so I just sorta clammed up.
The silence in the car was deafening. Angie poked me and mouthed, “Say something” and pointed at my mother.
I played back in my mind what she’d said and thought for a moment before I spoke.
“Yes?”
Angie seemed like she was about to swat my arm, but Mom seemed to nod as if she’d been waiting for that exact reply and had a scripted response all prepared.
“Well, I’m so glad you asked, son,” she began. I gave Angie a smug smile before she swatted my arm and give me a ‘listen to her’ look. “As to the first point, I was appalled that you’d be so reckless.”
I felt my stomach drop. I’d looked at that whole incident where I’d danced to Walk the Moon’s “Shut Up and Dance” at the red light as kind of a goof, an impromptu celebration of Angie and I getting together after four years as friends. I saw it as a funny story that didn’t hurt anybody, but the way Mom was talking, I saw my ecstatic goofiness in a different light.
“Mom, I—”
“Oh, you need to let me get through this, Son. I’ve waited months to say this all to you.”
Her tone was not angry exactly, so I was kinda weirded out and really not sure what was going on. I was also getting irritated that my mom had somehow found a way pick a fight with me and bring drama to my reunion time with Angie. I’d had four drama-free months at school, only to dive back in head first now that I was home.
“Sure, Mom, go ahead.”
“Easy,” Angie whispered.
“As I was saying, I was appalled at your recklessness,” she continued, adjusting the rearview mirror to look at me. “But if the way you were acting when you got home that night is any indication of your mood at that moment, and if the way you’ve apparently been dedicated to Angela these last months while away at school is indicative of what this all means to you, then I’m more surprised you’re not dancing right now.”
Angie gasped and leaned back into her seat, covering her mouth with both hands as though she were fit to burst. She understood, as I did, that my mother had said something astute, thoughtful, and well, nice about me. It was unusual.
“Wow, Mom. I mean—”
“I wasn’t done, Ay.”
“Yeah, sorry,” I replied. She had a head of steam and was clearly reading from her own script now.
“As to how I felt about being called out regarding my son’s behavior by Rosemary Carduner in front of my friends at my place of business…” Mom’s tone seemed to drop an octave as she spoke. I knew better than to get in the way of her re-telling at this point. “I reminded her that I’d held her hand when she got her period during the church lock-in sleepover in seventh grade and thought she was dying. And,” she had a lilt to her voice that I’d never heard before, “I informed her that my son was dancing because he’s dating Angela Yarrow, who apparently likes him for some reason.”
This time, it was my mom who seemed to be holding in a chuckle, which she let out ever so briefly as she blurted, “Well, that shut her up!”
Angie grabbed my hand with her left hand and reached her right one to Mom’s shoulder as she finally let out the cackle of laughter that I’d been missing all these months.
As we pulled into the parking lot to Jim’s Country Diner, the snow had picked up and the parking lot seemed completely full. After we all exited the Tracer I reached for Mom’s shoulder.
“That’s right!” I called, to the vacant cars. “My mom told old Mrs. Carduner who’s boss!”
“Knock it off, Ay,” she said, shrugging my hand away.
“Nope! You’re awesome, Mom. I’m coming in for a hug!”
“Yeah, that’s a pass, Son,” she replied, walking towards the diner. “Hurry up, it’s freezing out here.”
Angie and I watched her shuffle carefully across the wet pavement.
“Sweetie?”
“Yes, love?”
“Your mom’s a badass,” she said, pulling her coat tighter around her as a chilly wind suddenly blew past.
“Yeah, she sure is.”
“Can we go inside now? I’m freezing.”
“Yeah, let’s go!” I said, grasping her hand and making a mad dash for the door, which jingled as we barreled through.





Chapter Two

It seemed like half of Windsor was out enjoying the holiday menu at Jim’s Country Diner, which was really just the regular menu with an added turkey platter and candy cane cheesecake. Mom had been talking to Miss Leanne at the hostess counter, but she moved past as we entered. Laughing and breathless from our brief sprint, we headed towards mom’s favorite booth.
Leanne was Jim’s wife and they’d run the diner with their children and grandchildren for nearly fifty years. Her face lit up when she saw Angie and me. She wore her hair short and curly and the fact that I’d never seen it move or look any different made me suspect it wasn’t entirely natural. She didn’t move especially well anymore so I stepped behind the counter to give her a hug, almost knocking over a teenager who was sharing the space behind the register with Leanne.
“Merry Christmas, Miss Leanne,” I said, a little louder than I would have normally. Her hearing wasn’t particularly good either. “How are you feeling?”
“Oh, I’m fine, son, I’m just fine. Well, my feet hurt, my eyes are going and Big Jim keeps waking me and the dog up at night with his flatulence.”
This elicited a round of guffaws from some of the patrons near the front of the diner and a few from behind the counter. Jim poked his head out of the window to the kitchen and called out, “I keep telling you, it’s the dog that’s waking the both of us up. But try telling her anything.”
“Oh, he tells me plenty,” she chided before lowering her voice. “I just don’t listen. You remember my granddaughter Caitlin?” She asked, gesturing at the kid next to her. I didn’t, but I said hello as she looked at her phone. Leanne winked at me before turning her attention to Angie.
“And how are you doing, dearie?”
“I’m doing alright, ma’am. Glad to have Avery home for Christmas.”
Leanne looked around for eavesdroppers before whispering “Do you still have the, well,” she dropped her voice even lower and cupped her hand around her mouth as though that would prevent a nearby listener from hearing. “You know, the cancer?”
My eyes went wide in surprise. It wasn’t as though I’d forgotten that Angie had spent the last four months fighting off cancer and going through chemo. It was just alarming to hear it talked about so openly, or at least that’s what I thought at first, but Angie squeezed my arm and smiled.
“Well, thanks for asking, Miss Leanne. It seems so, but we’ll find out more soon. Hoping for good news.”
“Then I’ll keep on praying for you, dear. You’ve been on the list at church for months.”
“That’s so kind of you,” Angie said, grasping Leanne’s hand gently. “Thank you.”
Leanne nodded and turned as the tinkling bell above the door rang out again, announcing the arrival of new guests to seat. She patted Angie’s hand and pointed off to her left. “You’ll know where your mother is waiting,” she called before adding, under her breath, “Don’t order the flounder.”
We turned and walked through the first room and its four booths and lunch counter before stepping into the main dining room. Where the décor as we’d first entered the diner was 1950s quaint with its chrome rails and doowop theme, the main dining room was a whole different thing. It had dark red carpeting and white or magenta leather booths lining three of the four walls. The fourth was covered by the Tiki-themed bar, complete with coconut mugs, a hula girl lamp and a signed photo of Hawaiian legend Don Ho. Mom liked the booth in the corner furthest away from the bar, which she thought was “just too much.” As we approached, I saw Mom sitting next to Nana, who smiled and tapped the hand of the man sitting across from her.
“Where is he?” I heard Uncle Ted’s thick south Philadelphia accent cut through the ambient noise of all the other diners, most of whom stopped their conversations as Ted shuffled himself out of the booth and turned towards us.
“Ma, who is this good-looking kid and what has he done with my dopey nephew?”
Uncle Ted looked as though he’d put on weight but he wore it relatively well. He’d always cast a large shadow both physically and with his impact on the family. He looked good though, like a grown-up, which was a harder thing to say when he was in his days as a “Little Monster” following Lady Gaga around, or when he was in his “Pro Wrestling is Life!” phase. If there was a fad over the last twenty-five years, chances are Uncle Ted had been a part of it. He ran his hands through his full and slightly calmer than usual brown hair and made a show of looking me over.
“My goodness, Ma, I think both college and being in love agree with your grandson. Gwenie, how on earth did you produce such a good-looking kid?” He picked me up in a hug, lifting me off the ground. “Merry Christmas, kid!” Angie slipped past and slid into the booth next to Nana, who gave her a squeeze around her shoulders.
“Ooof! Merry Christmas, Uncle Ted.” Eventually, he put me down and shook my hand. “How’s Seton Hall Law going for you?”
“Oh, not bad,” he sighed, sliding back into the booth and all the way in so I could sit next to him. Angie tapped my foot with hers under the table and smiled. I was thinking about when we might actually get to be alone together when Uncle Ted continued. “At first being the old dude in all my courses was kind of a drag, but once the kids learned that I’ve actually been out in the world and done stuff, they really seemed to value my input. Plus, they’ve never heard all my stories, like you people, so they appreciate them, unlike you people.”
“Oh Teddy,” Nana scolded, “It’s only because we’ve heard them so many times. They’re lovely stories. Mostly.”
“We had to live through some of them too, Ted,” Mom grumbled.
Ted seemed as though he wanted to get into it with his younger sister, but fortunately our server arrived with menus and waters for Angie and me.
“Hey Gwen, so this is your family?” I figured she was new since I didn’t recognize her.
“In all their splendor, Becca.”
She smiled at us and brushed a strand of red hair that had fallen out of her braid back over her ear. “It’s nice to meet you all. I’ll give you a few minutes unless you’re ready now?” She looked expectantly at Mom and then added quietly, “I’d avoid the flounder, though.”
“Yeah, we heard. I think we’re ready.”
Everyone went around the table and gave their orders. As always, Mom had the Reuben and Nana had the Antipasto. Uncle Ted ordered the Christmas Turkey platter and Angie ordered a small Caesar salad. I’d been seriously desperate for a good plate of Jersey gravy cheese fries, so that’s what I ordered.
Nana frowned at me. “Avery, you’re too thin! Angela, make this boy eat something more than disco fries!”
“Nana, I’ve been dreaming about these fries all semester. They have nothing so awesome in Boston.” I knew she wasn’t really upset with me as we talked often enough that she knew what I’d been up to. “You know I’ve been training with Freddy, but if it makes you feel better, maybe Becca could bring us some of Mr. Mastori’s cheese bread? They still have it here, right Mom?”
“They do, Ay. Life still moved on, despite your absence.”
I’d say Mom was being moody, but I’d begun to simply accept that as her natural state. I’d been off the train for a little over an hour and already I’d seen her be several different people. It was nothing new really, but it bothered me, probably because I hadn’t had to deal with it for so long. I started to react before Nana beat me to it.
“Don’t be moody, Gwendolyn. It’s almost Christmas.” She waved Becca over and spoke to her a moment before she left for the pastry case.
I looked over at Angie. She looked tired. She’d been quiet since we arrived but that wasn’t shocking considering she was now competing with Uncle Ted, Nana and my mother for conversational time. Uncle Ted alone could dominate a room, although he hadn’t really started up yet.
“Are you OK?” I asked.
She sat up a bit straighter and blinked, as though I’d interrupted her thoughts.
“I am.” She grabbed both of my hands in hers. “I’m really glad you’re home. I’m a little tired is all. I was up earlier than usual this morning.”
“How come?”
She squeezed my hands before letting go and leaned back into the booth’s cushions.
“Not telling you that, young man. That would be spoilers, right Nana?”
Nana nodded. “It would, dear heart. No spoilers.”
I laughed out loud at the two of them, probably my two favorite people in the world.
“Oh jeez, did I need the two of your conspiring together in my life? I feel like I’m in trouble!”
“It’s best to let the ladies think they are running things, kid, while we men run the world, am I right?” Uncle Ted put his fist out to bump mine, which was conspicuously absent. I was never a fan of Ted’s perspectives on pretty much anything.
“Yeah, I’m gonna leave that hanging there, Uncle Ted.” I said, which got a ‘whoop’ from Nana. “Between the women at this table and my friends at school, I’d be pretty much lost if anyone asked me to run a lemonade stand, much less the world. I’ve learned I’m better at the creation stage than the overall structure of a working organization.”
“What the heck does that even mean, kid?” Uncle Ted groaned, “Bloody millennials have no idea about anything!”
Despite her fatigue, Angie wasn’t letting that remain unchallenged.
“All right, that’s about enough of that. Avery and I are about as far away from a millennial as you are from being a baby boomer. Our generation will likely be considered a different animal altogether based on the incredibly turbulent and dynamic changes brought about by several sociocultural events and technological developments of the early 2000s.”
Uncle Ted’s mouth hung open and Nana looked like she might giggle. Mom looked as though she was bored as Becca arrived with the cheese bread. Seeing the brief moment of tension at the table she looked suddenly nervous.
“Did I do something wrong?”
Mom waved her off and took the plate of bread from her. “No Bec, it’s fine. Angela here was just shutting my brother up, thankfully.”
Nana cackled and Angie joined in as well. Uncle Ted nodded to Angie.
“Not bad, Angela. Not bad at all. You should think about going to law school someday. You’d fit right in with the kids in my Constitutional Law class. Heck, you could probably teach it, right?”
Uncle Ted laughed but I could tell he was stung a bit. I loved every minute of it.
“As my roommate Randall would say, ‘that girl is wicked smaaaht!’” which made Angie laugh. She actually loves my Randall impression. He asked me not to do it front of people in Boston, though, since he thinks my impression makes me sound like a “doorknob,” as he puts it.
Nana sliced up the cheese bread. When she placed it in front of me I realized that I was actually really hungry. I would have eaten it anyway since it’s really amazing: flaky, pastry-style bread with a whipped cream cheese spread in-between the folds. It was warm and thrilling and yet made me feel very much at home. Like not knowing I was hungry, I don’t think I knew how much I missed home until that moment.
It sounds silly, I know, but I had worked so hard over the semester to do well and learn everything I could and play lots of shows and still be a good boyfriend to Angie, despite our distance, that I don’t know that I had really thought about missing home. Just sitting around the table with Angie and Nana and Mom and even Uncle Ted, in that moment I really felt very much exactly where I was supposed to be.
Nana sliced another piece for me.
“Here you go, dear heart. You’re too thin. It’s good right? Mrs. Mastori still comes by our church ladies’ dinner club and she always brings something from the bakery. I’ll tell her how much you like them when I see her Christmas Eve.”
I gratefully accepted more but I sensed a slight change in Nana’s tone when she talked about Christmas Eve.
“Nana, are you sure you’re OK with me going to church with Angie and her family this year?”
She waved her hand as though dismissing the idea entirely, but I could tell she was at least a little disappointed. “Oh, it’s fine, dear. I’ve had you for the last eighteen years but it’s very sweet of you to ask. You and Angela have so little time together as it is on your break from school, Avery. You should make the most of it. In fact, I’m a little surprised the two of you are still sitting here with us old folks.”
“Seriously…” Uncle Ted chuckled.
Angie tapped my foot excitedly under the table and my heart nearly jumped out of my chest.
“Gwendolyn, give the boy your keys. Ted and I will drop you home. Let the kids have some fun already. It’s Christmas, after all.”
“Mom, he just got home,” my mother groaned but she was already fishing her keys out of her giant black leather purse. Angie used to joke that she could pack for a week-long trip in that one bag. She held out the keys to me but held on as I grabbed them, perhaps too enthusiastically. Her grip held firm as she looked me in the eyes. “Not too much fun and no back roads. Mind the weather and put gas in the car.”
“Thanks, Mom!” I kissed Nana on the cheek and whispered, “Thanks, Nana!”
Becca arrived with everyone’s orders as Angie shifted out of the booth. The gravy cheese fries looked amazing and I grabbed a few and scarfed them down quickly before sliding out of the booth myself. They were way too hot so I had to pound some water to keep my mouth from burning. Angie grabbed my hand as I pulled my jacket on and we almost ran to the car.
Miss Leanne called out, “Leaving so soon?” as we bolted past her with a hurried “Merry Christmas!”
We arrived at Mom’s old Mercury Tracer laughing and out of breath. I fumbled with the keys to the passenger side door before Angie tore them out of my hands and unlocked it herself before pointing to the driver’s side door as she slid into the car.
“Hurry up and get in here!”
I practically jumped over the hood of the car. Angie reached over and started the engine and then unlocked my door after I’d pulled on the handle a few times. She grabbed my jacket and pulled me into the seat, nearly clanging my head on the roof as she kissed me.
There really wasn’t room for both of us on the driver’s seat but that didn’t stop her from leaning my seat back with one hand while she took my jacket off with the other. I pawed at the still open driver side door trying to pull it shut but couldn’t reach with Angie on my lap.
She pulled away from me a moment, rolling her eyes, “Jeez, do I have to do everything?”
She reached out and slammed the door shut and grabbed my face and kissed me again deeply. Some part of one of us hit the horn, but I barely heard it as I’d been thinking of nothing more than being able to hold Angie like this for months! Within moments the windows of the car were so fogged up that they might as well have been blackout curtains.
My shirt was halfway up my chest from when she tore off my jacket and she ran her hands around my sides and pulled me closer.
“Wow, you really have been working out all these months.”
I started to reply but found it difficult while making out, so I made the executive decision to shut up and roll with it. I don’t know how long we were going on like that, but after a while we heard voices outside the car. In that moment we both seemed to remember that we were in a somewhat public place, but only after we heard giggling coming from the car parked next to us did we come up for air.
Angie leaned back from me and brushed her hair off her face. She’d been wearing a dark green hat since I got off the train but that got lost somewhere in the fracas. Her hair looked finer than it had back in August. There were bags under her eyes that did nothing to hide the sparkle I’d been longing for. Her face was bright red and covered in sweat.
“I think we’re going to have to leave the parking lot before your family comes out, don’t you, sweetie?” she gasped, carefully dislodging herself from my lap and sitting back down in the passenger seat. She exhaled a few times and rubbed her jaw. “But that will do for a beginning, don’t you think?”
Despite all the training I’d been doing with Freddy at school over the last few months, I was out of breath. “Yeah, that was, wow.”
She bopped me in the arm, “I know, right?”
I pulled the lever to bring the seat back up and it smacked me in the back as though I owed it money. Angie thought that was very funny.
“You OK over there or do I need to drive?”
I cracked the window, letting some colder air invade the interior, which not surprisingly had grown somewhat hot.
“I think I’ll manage. Besides, Mom is particular about who drives her dope Mercury Tracer.”
“Yeah, I know all about it from our rides to chemo. She gave me the whole life story of this epic triumph of automotive genius.”
I’d forgotten that Mom had driven Angie to some of her chemo sessions while I was away. She didn’t say more about it then so I let it go. I’d gotten the sense over the last few weeks leading up to me coming home that she was pretty much tapped out of talking about treatment and everything else about her cancer. She had her follow up with the oncology team scheduled so we’d find out in a few days how things were going. I remembered how much she talked about having the “best Christmas ever” last summer when we were in Wildwood on that last amazing day together. I must have gotten lost in the moment of thinking about all that as Angie started poking my face.
“Um, HELLO Mister? Hey, mister?”
“Sorry. Just recovering for a minute. That was, well, wow.”
“Yeah, it’s been a long time, Avery.”
“Four months went fast, but it actually didn’t. I really missed you,” I said, turning toward her and leaning in to kiss her again. Angie put her finger to my lips and held me at arm’s length.
“Um, four months for you, maybe. Don’t forget, I’ve been waiting around for you to get learned up and appreciate all this,” she said, gesturing around her face at first and then using spirit fingers and jazz hands to draw attention to the rest of her body, “since ninth grade.”
I was surprised by how direct she was being but I found it intoxicating.
“We should make up for lost time then, don’t you think?” I leaned in towards her again and she kissed me quickly and then put on her seatbelt.
“I do think that. But not just now and certainly not here in the parking lot of Jim’s Country Diner.”
I snapped in my own seatbelt and put the car in gear, saying, “Yeah, we wouldn’t want people to talk.”
Angie scoffed.
“I couldn’t care less about ‘talk’ sweetie. I get enough of it just walking around town these days.” She paused a moment as I pulled out of the parking lot and onto route 130.
I was about to say something about people talking about her when she narrowed her eyes as she grinned at me, saying “Take me someplace pretty.”
I started thinking about where we could go. It was cold, but the snow had stopped and the roads were clear so I thought about turning west and heading towards the shore, either Seaside or Manasquan. Spring Lake had cool Christmas lights so I thought about that as well, but we’d be looking at forty or more minutes of driving and to be honest, I didn’t want to spend all of our time together driving. I was about to ask her for some ideas when she further clarified what she was looking for.
“And I don’t want you taking us to Hancock Field, Rosedale Park, Cranbury Lake or any of the other places that everyone from high school always go to, um, well, park their cars.”
I could see that her face was still red, though I couldn’t tell if it was from our earlier exertions of from feeling sheepish about what she’d just suggested. To be honest, I’d been thinking of Rosedale and we weren’t far from Hancock Field, so I had to think fast.
“Hmm. Difficult your question is, hrm?” I replied in my best Yoda voice. It hadn’t gotten much better over the months away.
Angie swatted my leg but then kept her hand on my thigh and squeezed it.
“And it can’t be somewhere you’ve ever gone before with one of your young ladies of the past.”
I started to protest but then I remembered that before we were in love, we were best friends and she’d heard every single thing I’d ever said about every girl I’d dated over the last four years. That made me feel pretty awful for a minute.
“Angie, it’s not like—”
She squeezed my thigh again, “Oh Avery, don’t get all ridiculous now. I know everything and I love you all the more for the journey it took to get here. All I’m asking for is for you to immediately think of a pretty place where we can have a few moments alone. And said place should be amazing, special, unique to us and speak to how much you love and cherish me.”
“So, no pressure, huh?”
“I have faith in you.”

I was certain that faith was misplaced as I drove aimlessly for several minutes. I was anxious until I felt Angie rest her head on my shoulder. I loved the feeling of her breath passing down my arm as she sighed, making the hair on my hand stand on end.
I exhaled when I saw the sign.
“There you go,” she sighed dreamily as I made the turn toward Lake Assumpink.





Chapter Three

We’d never gone to Assumpink together because it was on the far edge of Windsor. Angie started looking through the center storage console now that we had a destination.
“What are you looking for?” I asked.
“I think it’s time to check out what’s new on the ‘Team Awesome Happy-Action-Funtime Musical Weekly Pooh-bah’ channel on YouTube!”
Angie found the cassette adapter and plugged it into the Tracer’s antiquated cassette deck. Randall was always recording everything we did, so most weeks I didn’t know what he was posting. He seemed to be uploading stuff all the time. Sometimes he’d post a clip of Freddy singing or of Alex playing something with or without his sister.
Angie fiddled with her phone, “It’s kind of Randall to text me the link each time there’s an update. He’s very sweet.”
“I can’t believe he actually called the channel that. He asked me what I thought it should be called and I told him to call it whatever. I thought he was kidding when he showed it to me at first, but nope, there it is in its Pooh-bah glory.”
Angie swatted my arm weakly, “You be nice to Randall. He’s a nice boy.”
I rolled my eyes. “Of course he’s nice to you. He’s not throwing things at your head at eight in the morning on a Saturday trying to drag you into a practice studio or to stand in line to get into the pit for a concert.”
“You know he’s been good for you. All of your new friends have. You got very lucky meeting them,” Angie began, putting her phone aside. “Randall has basically become your personal manager and has helped you try stuff that we both know you’d never have done on your own, un-pushed. Freddy has been so sweet FaceTiming into my chemo sessions and singing for all of us.”
Her voice got thick with feeling for a moment, but I didn’t react to it. She’d gotten very emotional about how Freddy had really helped her and some of the other patients make it through their sessions together. He’d just FaceTime Angie and take requests for hours on end. I was usually in class or meeting with my advisor during her sessions, but Freddy had just taken it on himself to call in. He’s an amazing guy.
“How was driving to New York with the twins?” Angie asked as she resumed thumbing through her phone and checking what Randall had posted.
“They argued almost the whole trip, mostly about Alex’s driving, which is pretty bad. I thought Marnie was being polite letting me sit in the front seat, but it turns out she just didn’t want to be in what she calls ‘The Seat of Death.’”
Angie laughed as she clicked on one of the links Randall had uploaded to the “Pooh-bah” channel. The first one was Freddy singing the solo section of “The Three Kings” carol with the choir during an Advent service at his church. Randall had received some nasty looks from the people in our row when he pulled out his camera to film but after the service, he’d smooth-talked the parishioners into following his page so they could check out more of Freddy’s performances.
“The Seat of Death? Is he really that bad?”
I nodded. “He drives on the highway the way they say the cab drivers in Manhattan drive. He passed a guy on a tandem motorcycle on the right, driving on the shoulder because he ‘had an opening.’ I was relieved they only drove me as far as Penn Station. The train home from there was far less harrowing.”
“Yeah, OK, that’s pretty bad. Why didn’t Marnie drive?”
“It’s technically Alex’s car and he won’t let anyone else drive it. For their eighteenth birthday they had a choice of a car or an overseas trip. Marnie spent three weeks in Europe last summer. Her photos are on her Instagram, I think.”
“They are,” Angie sighed. “I looked through them a few weeks ago during that marathon blood test day.”
“Sorry,” I said, not really knowing why.
“Please don’t apologize, sweetie. You’re not the technician who couldn’t find one of my fabulous veins and stuck me repeatedly before they brought in Nurse Sheila.”
I almost said sorry again, but I caught myself. “So—um, what did you think of them?”
“They’re great. But they did make me a little melancholy,” she said a dramatically. “Which of course made me want to travel, which of course, I can’t do right now, like everything else I want to do!”
Her voice grew a little louder until she exhaled heavily and threw herself back into the seat. “Ahh! It feels good to yell!!!”
It was jarring at first, but then she sat up and crisscrossed her legs up onto the seat and fiddled again with her phone, Freddy’s singing had ended. She was humming the “Three Kings” song as she clicked on another link, which played audio from Alex and Marnie’s performance at the December showcase. We listened in silence for a moment before she asked, “What are they playing?”
“One of Chopin’s Nocturnes.”
“Whoa!” she chuckled. “Look at the fancy-pants music school scholar!” She wagged her finger at me approvingly as she laughed, “No hesitation whatsoever! My man had that one down COLD!”
I rolled my eyes as I pulled into Assunpink Park.
“Alex practically slept with his violin and wouldn’t shut up about Chopin all semester, so it’s not really all that, but I’ll accept the accolades and all that comes with them.”
“Will you now?” she replied, reaching her hand up and running it through my hair, her touch electric. It felt so amazing just being able to reach across the car to her. “I see we’ve let our hair grow a bit long during our time away?”
I had not cut my hair since the week before I left for school. At first it was because I was just really busy between classes and projects for school, not to mention all the shows Randall and I were going to off-campus pretty much every night. Then it was that I didn’t know where to go to get it cut. Then it turned into the fact that once it reached my shoulders, I kinda liked it. This was the first comment that Angie had made about it, and I was a little nervous about what she thought of it.
“And what do we think of it?” I asked as I tried to find a place to park near the water.
Angie continued running her hand through my hair brushing it back over my right ear. “We are not certain just yet, actually.”
“Oh?” That made me a little nervous.
“Well, it’s different. I wasn’t sure how it would look in person after four months of FaceTime and Skype calls but I’ve decided to reserve judgement for the moment.”
I drove us down towards the water and parked the car on what appeared to be the boat drop-off area or whatever they call it. The snow had stopped and the clouds had cleared a bit, revealing a full moon that reflected beautifully off of Lake Assunpink. I turned off the lights but kept the car running since it was cold out.
The Chopin piece ended and Angie took her hand from my hair and scrolled through to see what else Randall had posted. I leaned over towards her so I could see the screen. She clicked on a video clip and as it buffered, she leaned closer next to me, resting against my shoulder. The clunky center console was between us and I almost made a comment about how there was ‘more room in the backseat’ but I managed to keep that dorky line out of my mouth.
The video was one I hadn’t realized Randall took, which is surprising since it seems like he’s always filming. It was earlier in the month and there I was, sitting on my bed in our room with my guitar fiddling around with a song.
“What’s this?” Angie asked, a twinge of excitement in her voice.
“I’m not sure, actually.”
I turned up the volume on the car speakers. The first minute or so was just me scribbling in a notebook and mumbling to myself.
“Is that the notebook I gave you last summer?”
I put my arm around her and squeezed her shoulder. “It is indeed. It’s almost full now.”
She cocked an eyebrow and looked up at me. “Really? That was a big book!”
“I’ve had a lot to say, I guess.”
“Good thing it’s almost Christmas, right?”
“The bestest ever, right? That’s what you said?” I laughed, remembering our journey to the Christmas store on the boardwalk last summer.
“I said it! I meant it!” she replied, affecting her British accent for some reason, which was never particularly good but it always made us laugh. “It’s going to be the most bestestish Christmas that ever was Christmassed!”
“Bestestish?”
“Just so!”
We laughed and that made me really happy. Honestly, I had been worried a little about how the time away and our changing relationship would affect our general and long-enjoyed silliness. I mean, we’d been best friends for years and then fell in love right before I go away to school? Add her cancer treatments on top of all that and honestly, I was worried we might have some awkwardness.
All of a sudden, I heard Randall’s thick Boston accent start speaking as a voiceover to the video. “This is the ah-tist in his natural habitat: sitting on his bed, ogling pictures of the lovely Miss Angela and perfecting his craft. If we’re patient and don’t spook him, he might actually play something new for us. Let’s watch!”
“Oh my God, he’s hysterical!” Angie cried. “Were you really ogling my picture?”
I felt the heat rise in my cheeks. It was dark so I was hopeful she wouldn’t see it.
“Gentlemen don’t ogle.”
“Oh, I’ve seen you ogle, sweetie. After four years of suffering through you dating half of the girls in our class, I saw plenty of ogling from Melissa Carpenter to Denise Johnston to, what was her name?”
Angie paused the video and tapped her forehead. “You remember, sophomore year? The ceramics girl with the pink hair, what was her name?”
“Bella Brahinsky,” I sighed. I knew I was ‘in the bucket’ now, as Randall liked to say when one of us fell into the role of teasing target.
Angie nodded, “That’s right. Sweet Bella. You couldn’t stop going on about how cute she was and how you just couldn’t take your eyes off of her in geometry.”
In the past I would have argued with her but there were two factors at play in that moment. First, she hadn’t said a single thing that wasn’t 100 percent true. Second, I’d learned over the last few months living with the guys at school that when it’s your turn in the bucket, it’s best just to ride it out.
Angie laughed and waited for me to take the bait but I held out. I let an overly long silence sit between us and then took my one shot at diffusing the line of inquiry with another tip Randall gave me: Redirection.
“You know, the last I heard, Bella was studying at Rhode Island School of Design and has a successful Pinterest page where she sells her work.”
Angie glared at me. “Really, sweetie? That’s where you’re taking this conversation?”
I swallowed as I realized














