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Escaping Avila
Chase



It was cold.

Or rather, it was cool. The morning air was
just a shade below a comfortable temperature as I sauntered home
along South Street. It was the afterglow of summer in Philadelphia
where fall was just starting to loom in the early morning hours.
The day would still be warm enough, but that morning was too cool
for the t-shirt and jeans that I was wearing. The same that I had
been wearing since the night before. Or, had only temporarily
removed. Nonetheless, I was underdressed, a little exposed, and
walking at a fast clip to make it back to my apartment so I could
shower, shave, and get to the office on time.

I didn’t often make a habit of going out to
bars on work-nights, but the previous night had been a Sunday and I
was stuck with the option of staying in and contemplating my
current misery or going out to drown my sorrows in whiskey. I had
chosen the latter. And as fortune would favor me, the evening had
turned out to my benefit as a friendly woman of loose morals took
me home for the evening. I was able to forget my troubles in her
embrace. However, by morning, all of my worries had caught up to
me, as though they were watching me through the unfamiliar
apartment windows, begging for me to try and shut them out.

With each clop of my shoes on the concrete
sidewalk, I retraced my thoughts and intentions, not only of the
previous night, but of the previous decade. I was a man haunted and
I could still feel that ghost hovering just behind me, beckoning me
to turn around and confront my sins.

I passed the small bakeries with delicious
aromas steaming through the open doors, sandwich shops that
wouldn’t open until the afternoon, and tourist kiosks that became
more prominent as I worked my way towards the Broad Street
line.

My feet carried me quickly
down the tiled stairs, through the turnstile, and onto the car
heading north within seconds. My luck must have been keeping up
with me. As the car trundled down the tracks, I took one of the
empty seats and found myself staring at a gray and brown reflection
of myself, only some of my features illuminated against the passing
concrete walls of the subway system. My immediate thought was to
notice how exhausted I looked. I was quick to remind myself that I
was wearing the exhaustion of a man who had just gotten laid, so I
tried to shrug off my continued feeling of self-loathing. That
particular feeling would only creep up and crawl onto my skin
whenever I thought about her. And that is exactly what I had
been doing that morning. And the night before that. And the night
before that.

It wasn’t the girl who had taken me home
that was on my mind. She was nice enough and pretty enough, but not
anyone that I wanted to see again. Lenore, that was the name of the
woman who had taken pity on me at the bar. She was kind and
one-of-a-million bottle blondes with Tastykake padded thighs and an
atrocious accent. She had given me her number earlier in the
evening, but after a few more drinks she was desperately hinting as
her willingness to take me home. I inspected the scrap of paper
with her phone number on it quickly as I dressed that morning. Her
twos were sloppy, excessively curvy and likely a little too
indistinguishable. Her one begged for further clarification. It
wasn’t any “l” or “I” or numeral of some kind, but instead it was a
resolute hash-mark. It looked like one of many days of a prison
sentence. And her five must have usually been clear and distinct,
but on this scrap of paper it only looked like an “s.” I looked at
the crumpled corner of a napkin that had been hastily ripped and
written on, and re-crumpled it gently. With delicate precision I
placed it directly below where my jeans had hung across Lenore’s
kitchen chair, so that it would look as though it had accidentally
fallen out. It would be an innocent enough reason for me to have
‘lost’ her number and completely remove my need to call or feel
remorseful for not reaching out to her again.

I recall now that I had been smiling at this
thought, pleased at my own little trick, when I looked up, through
the subway window, and directly into the eyes of the one woman I
was trying to forget the most. No surprise, there she was. Watching
me, looking out at me as though I was on a wanted poster and she
was studying my features so that she could report me at any second.
But she was the one on the poster. Those damned posters that had
been up for two weeks now and had brought on my most recent bought
of drinking and guilt-ridden sleepless nights.

Those piercing green eyes were at bus stops,
in the windows at local shops, and generally all over the city. I
could see her eyes judging me, as though she had summoned some
hateful memory of me when the photo had been taken. Most other
people would just recognize the eyes as female, clear green, and
unyielding. They may even recognize their owner, most locals would.
I’m talking, of course, about our latest Philadelphian sensation. A
home-town girl who made it big. The same one who left my heart
under her boot heel in the process.

You would think that after almost a decade
I’d be over it. She was the hardest one to get rid of and
naturally, the one I just couldn’t shake. That morning I should
have been able to shake her from my mind, focus on the beginning of
another busy work-week, and just plug-on without giving her another
thought. But she was there. Haunting me as ever. Finally, the car
pulled away and I stood, waiting for the next stop to rush out
before the morning commuters really began to pile in.

Once I got off the subway,
through the maze of hallways and stairs at
15th and Market, I made my way up through Dilworth Plaza and cut
across to Walnut quickly. I walked up to 18th and turned quickly to enter
my building. The chill of the morning was still stuck to my skin
and I wanted to get inside before I started to get a runny
nose.

In the shower I tried not to let my mind
wander again. I couldn’t afford a luxurious soul-searching shower;
I needed a quick rinse-down before heading to the office. I decided
I could handle a little scruff and some smart-guy comments about
the thin layer of gristle on my chin. Once I had changed into my
suit, combed through my hair, and grabbed an apple, I felt the
routine of Monday morning starting to settle in. I put on my black
leather shoes, tied the laces quickly, and began to eat my apple as
I strolled back down to the ground level and out into the morning.
The sun was starting to warm the concrete. Something about that
moment felt very peaceful to me. Maybe I was relieved to be wearing
longer layers to keep myself warm since I hate to be cold. Maybe it
was the natural sugar from the apple that was beginning to perk up
my system. Maybe it was the after-effects of a pleasurable evening.
I still haven’t pinpointed what made me feel so good. But I do
recall that I did feel very good, and that it was such a stark
contrast to how I had felt before, and also after, that moment.

Because just as I was
working my way through the familiar streets of my city, I was confronted, once
again, with not only a poster, but a huge banner highlighting my
worst fear.

Perhaps I should start to
enlighten you as to my plight. I had been on the wrong end of a bad
break-up many years earlier. Even though I had experienced some
other failed relationships since then, likely stemming from my
inability to get over this root-event, this particular romance had
left a scar beyond measure. And the havoc it was wreaking continued
to spill across new layers of my life. The messiest of all romantic
ends was with Miss Avila Chase. Yes, the one with the Scarlet Moore
paranormal mystery series. Oh, you’ve read
them? You think they’re just fantastic? Screw you.

She may smile pretty for her interviews and
press releases now, but I’ve seen the scowl that she hides. That
hideous mug she makes when she cries. Followed by her face that
gets pink with anger as her eyes turn from sea to crystalline
green. She was so stubborn. She just had to win, she always had to
be right. So, I left her and just as I expected then, this icky,
scratching, uncomfortable guilt has been with me for years. That
feeling was subtle at first, but in the months leading up to that
specific morning as I chewed my apple and hurried to work, it had
blossomed into an unwieldy mass that I could not bear. My arms were
spread out like Atlas trying to carry that heavy guilt, my legs
quivering from the strain of it. Even with the early morning sun
and my fresh breakfast, I could not escape the panic imposed by her
memory.

What might cause this
anxiety you ask? Well, her latest novel, #10 in the series, was due
to hit bookshelves at the end of that week. The series was an
international hit and because she was from Philadelphia,
my city, the city that
she left when we were over, she was getting significant local
attention. She was kicking off her book-tour with a large party and
book signing that upcoming Friday. At the bookstore just down the
block. The banner proclaiming the midnight release party was going
up just as I was beginning to savor that brief and happy moment. I
shook my head and pressed on.

 


At first, her books had gone unnoticed.
Avila had signed on to a disadvantageous deal with a literary agent
the year before we met. She cranked out her first masterpiece only
to have it edited within an inch of its life and panned by all of
the critics. She became convinced that if her work had not been
shredded by the publishing house that it would have performed
better. She found a way out of her contract and began to work on
the second and third books in the series.

Enter me, Trevor Hobbertson. When we first
met and Avila explained that she was a writer of novels, I half
expected her to confess that she wrote penny-store romance novels
or erotic re-writes of popular fiction. I was relieved to know that
her focus was on mysteries and the para-normal or super-normal, or
hypo-normal.

Our relationship must have
been fated to fail because when we met, she was already involved
with two others: Scarlett Moore and the
Invasion of the Hidden Tomb and
Scarlett Moore and the Nirvana
Paradox. Those books were her lovers, her
something on the side of our relationship. At first, like in most
relationships, it was pleasant and happy. I was so proud of her
work and relished each opportunity she gave for me to proofread her
latest chapters, scan for any continuity issues. I was her go-to
guy.

Each book followed the adventures and
mishaps of a museum curator turned paranormal activity detective:
Scarlett Moore. Think female Indiana Jones meets X-Files. Avila was
always such a history nerd; she poured so many nuanced details into
each book. I would never admit this to anyone who asks me directly,
but I
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