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      Ava rested on the edge of the bed, her hands splayed out behind her to prop up her torso. The view out the window of her room was nothing extraordinary. Some trees with patches of blue sky could be seen through the branches. The habit she wore had become just that. Something she donned each day in order to fit in, to hide. And in a strange way, through the years, it had offered a mild balm to a soul that questioned if there was hope for absolution.

      Witness Protection had saved her life, but today wasn’t the first that she wondered if it was worth saving. She cut a deal with the Feds twenty-one years ago. Now that the last of the Nongoli family was dead, she was being released from the Program and the most recent convent where they’d stashed her to keep her safe.

      Shifting her attention to the chest of drawers, she scowled at the new clothes stacked on top. Faded jeans, a white T-shirt, and a black hoodie lay next to a shoebox containing a new pair of Asics. Ava glanced down at the black and white robes and almost laughed. Perhaps whichever Fed was responsible for her change of clothes thought red or yellow or blue would be too much of a shock to her system. Sighing, she stood and removed the robes which had concealed her body and life.

      Though nuns had days off, she was the exception. After months of a criminal trial that consumed a spotlight on every media platform—in the US and Italy—with her name and face and history splashed around, there was a fear that Ava Locke would be recognized, her protection blown.

      The feel of denim, heavier than her robes, encased her thighs and hips like a foreign skin. The T-shirt, though not snug, outlined her torso in a way that made her think she may as well be naked. Pulling on the hoodie and zipping up the front had her relaxing a little. The black warm material gave her the familiar bulky, boxy look she was used to.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, she stared at the utilitarian black Oxford-type shoes she’d become accustomed to wearing. Not fashionable, just comfortable. She thought of the hours she’d stood in the sanctuaries, the miles she’d walked through corridors, the pews and metal legs of her bed she’d kicked in frustration over her situation. When her lack of real training as a nun placed her in trouble with whichever Mother Superior ruled the convent where she was hidden away. When the Nongoli family located her, and she was given only minutes to pack before being ushered under cover of night into a black sedan that sped away. When she didn’t believe she could last one more minute behind stone walls, iron gates, and the roles of a Catholic nun.

      Before she changed her mind and kept them, she untied the laces, removed the thick-soled shoes, and slid her feet into white sneakers with a pink design. Taking her time lacing them up, she straightened. Curling her toes into the bottom cushion, she tried to relax. Like the jeans, the sneakers resembled a costume. Of course, she’d worn all these types of clothes before. In a previous life. Twenty-one years ago.

      Ava took a breath, surprised as a sob echoed through the room. The knot in her belly had grown after she received the letter from the Marshal’s Office two days ago. More than the strange feel of her new clothes was her new life outside the convent. Fear had its talons gripped around her insides. She hadn’t eaten or slept much since the letter arrived. How did they know for sure that none of the Nongoli family still lived? How would she function without the clanging of the bell telling her when to rise, to eat, to pray, to sleep? She had no friends, no family, no career. And there was Benjamin Strauss. He claimed they were friends, insisted she contact him if she needed anything. She saw him once a year, or whenever the Feds told her it was time to move. Ben promised he would be here today to take her to an apartment, her official step back into civilian life.

      Ava continued to take slow breaths. Wiping a tear from her cheek, she sighed out a small laugh. Before her life as a nun, she was Ava Locke, second lieutenant in the Ravens. As a street gang, they ran a little pot on neighborhood corners, practiced some mild extortion with small businesses, and dabbled in burglary or whatever else brought in money and raised their reputation. For the years she was with the Ravens, she demanded that no one be hurt. That was her contingency to remain with them and not turn over evidence of their activities, which would lead to arrests and a view inside a jail cell.

      Many times over the years she thanked that dark alley and what she saw there. The crying, the begging for mercy that didn’t come, the blood and bruising, and finally the flash of muzzle fire that took a life. It didn’t matter that the life belonged to someone who double-crossed one of the Nongolis. If not for Witness Protection in exchange for her testimony that shut down most of the Nongoli family’s businesses, she would have been dead by twenty-seven.

      Ava stood, then took a moment to orient herself to moving without her robes. She brushed her fingers back through her hair. Having cut her waist-length locks to fit under the coif, she had let it grow the last few months. Dark wavy curls brushed the tops of her shoulders. Glancing around as if she forgot something, she folded the robes, set her old shoes inside the box, then laid everything on the chest. Her few toiletries and personal items were already packed in the small duffle. Ben said there would be more clothes at her apartment. Grabbing the straps of the duffle, she opened her door, stepped into the hall, then quietly closed it behind her. She paused, wondering if the snick of the door closing to her room in the convent represented a part of her life coming to an end. Easing the strap of her bag over her shoulder, then tucking her hands inside the pockets of her hoodie, she strode down the hall.

      When she usually turned left to go to the sanctuary or the inner courtyard, her feet carried her right instead. The front of the convent, the west side that faced the street, Ava hadn’t seen in two years. She remembered arriving near midnight on a Tuesday. Both streetlights that marked the corners of the property owned by St. Augustine’s Parish were lit. Ben and his partner, Thomas Jones, assured her that no one could observe who they brought inside. It was raining when they left, she remembered, and Ben had draped his black trench coat over her shoulders as they’d escorted her out of St. John’s at three in the morning. They’d spent the days driving from Albuquerque, through Las Vegas, to Los Angeles. Another storm had hit upon their arrival, and Ben insisted she use an umbrella. The body armor Ben had given her to wear under her robes, his trench coat, and the umbrella, she believed, were overkill. As added protection, Ben covered her physically as much as possible during the ten-foot walk from the back of the sedan through the narrow pedestrian gate, the only break in the stone and mortar wall that created a sanctuary in a city full of dangerous, famous, anonymous lives. Since that night, she hadn’t been outside the walls of the convent.

      At the end of the hall hung a portrait of the patron saint of brewers, printers, and theologians. She paused and studied the picture of a man who lived seven hundred years ago. Ava wondered if his thinning hair and rotund features were due to enjoying the brew and sitting while reading. Glancing to her left, she realized all the room doors remained closed. Everyone would be in classrooms, in the sanctuary, or completing the chores required to keep the church and convent and parochial school operating smoothly.

      Ava stepped to the right, through the double steel doors, and into sunlight. She blinked, then heard the door shut and lock behind her. To the left, the walkway led to the center of the courtyard. Voices from the younger grades at recess floated to her. She imagined tiny uniformed bodies making use of the playground equipment. White shirts and dark blue pants and skirts partially covered in colorful jackets and sweatshirts, squeezing the joy from every moment in the sun before returning to stuffy rooms and silence. Ava glanced again at the front of her hoodie and smiled in comradery with the children. She turned right and walked around the corner.

      Out of habit, she kept her gaze on the walkway. She noticed the trimmed grass next to the stone path, her shadow, the texture of her clothes, the weight of the silver crucifix that rested between her breasts. The feeling of being watched made her glance up.

      Mother Superior, Sister Agnes, and Sister Mary Catherine stood by the pedestrian gate. Mary Catherine smiled, though her lower lip trembled. Mary’s friendship would be missed. She and Ava became confidants—as much as Ava could share with anyone—since they both worked with the high school students. Many knew Ava wasn’t a ‘real nun’, as she called the rest of them, but they didn’t press her for answers. Because she could never tell people who she was or why she was in their convent, Ava often felt alone.

      Sister Agnes, who oversaw the school and approved all the field trips and activities, kept her typical frown in place. She often scheduled Ava to work the events at the school, since she wasn’t allowed to leave the grounds. Ava remembered each time she met with Agnus to convince the stodgy nun of the benefits of a science fair, square dancing, or talent shows. To Ava’s surprise, Agnus dabbed at her eyes with the sleeve of her habit.

      The rattling of keys drew Ava’s attention to Mother Superior. Selecting a single key from a ring that Ava believed held more than there were locks on the property of St. Augustine, Mother Superior unlocked the gate and pulled it open. On the other side, just as it had been on that rainy night, Ben stood next to a black sedan, with the back-passenger door open.

      Ava pulled her gaze back to Mary Catherine. The young nun wrapped her in a tight hug.

      “I’ll miss you,” Mary Catherine said.

      Ava hugged her back, regretting the evasions and half-truths. Did she even know how to make friends? Stepping back, she said, “And I’ll miss you. Keep doing what you do. The kids need you.”

      Now tears escaped Mary Catherine’s eyes. Unable to say anything, the nun nodded.

      Agnus took Ava’s hands and squeezed. “You did alright for not being a real nun.”

      Ava sighed out a laugh. “Stop with all the compliments, Agnus. No, really, all your praise will inflate my ego.”

      Ava watched as the stern frown wobbled, then a smile appeared. She realized it was the first time Agnus didn’t harass her for the sarcasm.

      Mother Superior exchanged the ring of keys in her hand with a long rectangular box.

      Ava looked from the box to Mother Superior and wondered how St. Augustine would change once she was gone from behind their walls.

      “This is for you,” Mother Superior said, holding out the gift.

      “A ‘glad-you’re-going-away’ gift?” Ava asked.

      An imperious lift of a left eyebrow was the response.
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