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  Dedication


To Vilma 
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Worn but not broken--every struggle shapes a story.










  
  Chapter one

Ava casts her forlorn, grey wolf look downward as she focuses on receipts and cash reconciliation. Biting her upper lip, she tries to block the tears welling in her eyes. She wonders if the risk is worth it. 
This is so hard. Am I making the right decision? Should I stay? Give up my dream?
Her co-workers scurry to complete their own responsibilities, avoiding eye contact. Ava finds the clatter distracting. She loses count and starts over. James, the Manager, stands by the partially locked exit, greeting departing customers with a smile and a nod. He scrutinizes his cashiers, signalling them with cryptic looks and hand signals. He gives his final thumbs up, making it unmistakable, and locks the front entrance.
Ava drops the money back into the cash drawer, blindsided and perplexed by the crew gathering around her express check-out counter. She cups her mouth when she sees Tom, wearing his grocery clerk’s supermarket logo top, step forward with a chocolate cake topped by a broken heart and a gift bag roped around his wrist. Tom’s tee top masquerades as a slim-fit gym muscle shirt.
Tom always said, like chocolate, I have a sweet disposition and strong heart. I wonder about that. Could I easily crack under pressure?
Everyone breaks out into song: “For she’s a jolly good lady, for she’s a jolly good lady, for she’s a jolly good lady that nobody can deny.” James assumes the role of master of ceremony.
“Dear Ms. Ava Haveland, everyone here wishes you the best at finding new opportunities. We will miss you. The school swim team will miss you, especially your teammate, Tom.”
Several girls snicker. Tom lowers his head and steps back into the crowd.
“Enough of this. Let’s eat,” says James. He cuts the cake with a helper passing out slices.
Ava musters self-control and sidles up to Tom, who still holds the gift bag.
“Thanks. It’s such a surprise. I didn’t expect it. Was the broken heart your idea?”
Tom swallows, avoiding eye contact. He mutters, “Chocolate heals everything. Maybe even shattered dreams.”
Ava swallows the irritation in her throat.
“Well, it’s thoughtful and sweet.”
Ava kisses Tom on the cheek. Tom stands in stunned silence.
“Tell me what you feel, Tom.”
Tom looks horrified. She touches him on the arm.
“Come on, let’s have some cake.”
Tom shakes his head, choking on his words.
 “I have to go. Here, this is for you.”
Tom hands Ava the gift bag.
“I. I,” stutters Tom before he scurries toward the exit at the back of the store. Ava looks inside; there’s no card, only a spanking new Bible.
“Better than Google Maps. At least I’ll have some divine guidance on this journey,” says Ava to herself, biting her lips. James steps forward with a tissue in hand.
“Leaving home can cause homesickness. For Tom, staying home is equally painful.”
Ava pats her eyes.
“It’s not a last goodbye, is it?” says James.
Ava remains mute. James fills the silence.
“There’s truth to a saying I came across when I was young,” recollects James, tapping his bald head. “Home is a place you grow up wanting to leave, but when we get old, it’s the place we want to get back to.”
I’m barely 19. You’re scaring me, boss.
“Maybe I’m selfish for moving away. I… Maybe… I have to go.” Ava gives James a hug, hands over her apron and escapes her goodbye celebration, avoiding further interaction with the other workers.
 
 







  
  Chapter two

Ava stores a small suitcase in the trunk of her decrepit car. In contrast with the cloudy night, her focus is clear. Her mom, Elizabeth, stands vigil, one hand covering her mouth, as she watches. Her eyes fluctuate from rapid blinks to frozen gazes. 
“I’m scared for you,” says Elizabeth.
“It has scared ever me since I made my decision. My life is about to change, and I don’t want you to criticize me or try to change my mind.”
“When have I ever done that?”
“Almost never. That’s because you raised me with influence, not control.”
“My little girl has grown up.”
“Mom, please go inside. You’ll make yourself sick.”
“Your father can be distant, I know.”
“Step-father,” says Ava.
Elizabeth adopts an apologetic attitude.
“He's a decent guy. He doesn't intend to come across as cold. He's feeling overwhelmed. Lack of work. Me. When a man doesn’t work, through no fault of his own, he feels a sense of shame. That's when Satan makes his move.”
Elizabeth takes out a small metal necklace and ties it around Ava’s neck.
“It’s Saint Ava. She’ll protect you. She’s the patrons saint of the blind,’ says Elizabeth.
Just what I need. The blind leading the blind.
“I wish it could be different, but we can’t afford college tuition,” says Elizabeth.
“It’s easier for him with one less mouth to feed,” says Ava.
Elizabeth seems surprised.
“You shouldn’t be sarcastic.”
Ava accepts her fate.
“Actually, I’m not. I’m being factual.”
Elizabeth laments as if in prayer.
“I’m losing my best friend. You would make an outstanding teacher.”
Ava stiffens with resolution.
“That’s my plan.”
I’m making the right decision, right?
Ava stares into her mother’s eyes.
“I guess this is it?” says Ava.
Elizabeth bursts into tears. Ava responds with a tight embrace. She spots her step-father’s shadow behind the window curtain.
“You should leave him.”
Elizabeth disengages. She crosses her arms over her chest.
“Don’t talk like that. It’s not his fault. Besides, I’m married, for better or for worse.”
Ava casts a crooked smile. “Is that really a choice? Life without love is sterile.”
Elizabeth shakes her head from side to side imperceptibly.
“Love? One day you’ll understand.”
“You say that about a lot of things, mom.”
Elizabeth nods. Her slight smile changes to a look of concern.
“Be safe, sweetie. Don’t phone. Write. It’s better.”
“You mean safer,” says Ava.
Ava reaches into her fanny pack and takes out a small personalized copper bookmark with the engraving ‘Tom’, coupled with smaller print in one corner that reads, ‘To Be Continued, God Willing’.
“Could you give Tom this gift from me?”
“Of course, dear, but wouldn’t you rather give it to him yourself?”
“No. I can’t handle any more heartache, and he can’t handle emotional maturity.”
 “He will be heartbroken,” says Elizabeth.
Ava enters her car. She looks at the house. The shadow has gone. Backing out of the driveway, she drives away, leaving her mom standing there. Tears stream down Ava’s cheeks.








  
  Chapter three

Idon’t care what experts say. Coffee and singing beats water for staying alert on the road. 
Eying her drink, Ava remarks, “If only you could drive the car, too.” She drinks from her coffee cup to offset fatigue from the long, monotonous drive. The traffic flow is almost zero. To quash her yawns, she blares her car radio with the windows down and sings along with the song’s chorus. Traveling in the collector lane, she glances at the approaching sign: Claremont - Exit 3/4 Mile.
The early morning sun beams through the trees lining the highway. The day appears to promise to be hot, hot, hot. Ava milks the sunshine for all its worth. She waves at the sunrise. 
A red convertible pulls up, tailgates and honks again and again. Ava turns off the radio, hoping to make out what the passenger is yelling. Abruptly, the sports car speeds up, changes lane, and pulls up next to Ava’s car. The occupants, two guys and a girl in the back seat, stare.
What’s with them? Haven’t they ever seen a lemon on wheels?
The driver smiles with closed lips while the backseat girl stares with raised eyebrows. The front seat sidekick gesticulates like a clown as he scopes Ava’s clunker. With a sudden burst of speed, the sports car speeds up forward and cuts in front to merge into the single exit lane.
Startled, Ava spills her drink. She loses control of the car and veers
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