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Synopsis

Debra Johnson learned a valuable lesson when her
pregnant lover left her for a man: Protect yourself at all costs.
She made a list of requirements in a lover and uses it as a shield
to protect her heart. At the top of her list is openness and
honesty.

Alex Reed has to keep the secret of her federal
witness protection program or risk her and her sister’s lives. She
longs for a meaningful loving relationship but fears exposing a
lover to danger.

Alex and Debra meet at a lesbian meet up group with
intentions of only finding an event companion. Their undeniable
attraction keeps getting in the way of that intention as Debra
struggles to protect her heart and Alex her life.
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Dedication

To Abby and MacIntosh


Chapter One

Alex Reed closed her laptop and sighed. She knew
she’d be taking a chance by going to the lesbian Meetup, but her
trips to work and home hadn’t drawn the attention of any suspicious
characters, so maybe she’d be all right. She couldn’t drop her
guard, but would attending one social event be so dangerous? She
was supposed to begin a new life, after all, and sitting alone in
an empty apartment wasn’t a life.

Two years ago, her life had been turned upside down
when her father’s court testimony had led to the incarceration of a
drug dealing gang leader, and he’d made a number of other drug
dealers decidedly uncomfortable, but failed to put them away. The
credible threats to his life and his family had sent them into the
federal witness protection program, or WITSEC. She knew she
couldn’t ignore their instructions, or she would be on her own.
Which meant she’d probably be dead. She wondered when the paranoia
would end.

She finally felt safe enough in this “neutral site,”
after a year and a half, to sleep through the night without a
baseball bat under the covers. Now it leaned within reach against
her nightstand. If she’d been given a choice as to where she and
her sister would have been relocated, she wouldn’t have chosen a
state where the average yearly temperature was lower than the
coldest day in winter in her home state of Florida. They’d spent
six months in a safe house getting used to and writing their new
names before being permanently located in the northern state of
Michigan.

She allowed herself a brief, prohibited thought of
her previous life, where she would be floating in her backyard pool
enjoying the humidity of July in Naples, Florida. She was supposed
to purge all those memories and make this her new existence. The
staff psychologists had told her she’d settle in eventually. Her
shorter, highlighted, spiky haircut and new name, Alexandra E.
Reed, were becoming more comfortable, but lately she had been
having a hard time suppressing the futile dream of finding someone
special with whom to share this new life. Maybe she could find a
friend to relax with and practice her fabricated identity, before
she tried for something more intimate.

Alex picked up her phone, scrolled to her contact
labeled Uncle Joe, and exhaled in relief when she received
clearance to attend the Meetup hiking event. She could have waited
until the weekly check-in with her WITSEC inspector, but she didn’t
want to wait three days for permission to begin meeting new
lesbians and potential friends.

She grabbed her dog’s leash. “Come on, Abby. I’ve got
to get to work. We’ve got just enough time for a walk around the
park.” She smiled at her black Lab mix bouncing in anticipation.
She and Abby followed their favorite path as the warm July sun
started to chase away the morning chill. As much as she hated the
winter snow, she loved the greenery of the state in the summer.
Alex breathed deeply. It wasn’t the familiar, humid heavy air of
before, but she would get used to it. She had no choice.

A few joggers passed, and Alex wondered if any of
them had aliases. She knew full well she and her sister weren’t the
only ones living in the world as imposters. Can you really ever
know anyone is who they say they are? She shoved away the
pointless pondering and mentally reviewed the coaching she’d
received from WITSEC on how to deflect questions and change the
topic when people asked about her past. “At least I don’t have to
change your name, Abby.” She chuckled as Abby tilted her head and
wagged her tail.

Alex organized the contents of her backpack when she
returned home, tossed in a bag of Fig Newtons, and made herself a
sandwich for lunch before heading out into a world that still felt
slightly alien.

*

“Good morning, Betty.” Alex greeted the hotel manager
as she stowed her backpack in her locker and changed into her work
uniform. A blue blazer with the hotel logo on the lapel, a white
blouse, blue slacks, and a perpetual smile was now her daily work
attire. She had been strongly advised not to make use of her
master’s degree in social work in her new life, so at forty-two,
she’d tossed away six years of college and found the job of desk
clerk at a local hotel convention center. It paid enough to end the
government stipend, and she got to meet some interesting people,
but she struggled to let go of the concern for her former
clients.

Alex would never know what the woman she had dated
for three months thought when she hadn’t showed up for a date and
never called. Never would call. She had a new life and new memories
to make now, no matter how hard it was or how much she hated that
it had to be that way.

Her father had chosen to stay alone in the small
house in Plymouth, Michigan, where they’d originally been
relocated. She worried that her father would fall back in with the
drug group he had helped to break up, but she had to trust the
marshals to keep him safe.

She and her sister had said good-bye to their dad,
and their inspector had moved them into a safe house for a month
before settling them into an apartment building a few miles away
from their dad’s place, even though they weren’t supposed to see
him all that often. Now, they each had their own place, where they
had quietly begun to heal from having their lives ripped apart.

Alex’s paranoia still ran deep, so she would follow
the rules. If not for herself, for her baby sister. She pushed away
all thoughts of the past and concentrated on greeting a group of
visitors from Canada.

*

Alex knocked three rapid thumps on her sister’s
apartment door, counted five seconds, and knocked twice. She
counted out another thirty seconds before pulling out her cell
phone. The door opened before she had to call.

“Hey, sis. Come on in.”

“Good morning, Jen. Ready for the farmer’s market?”
Alex set her purse on a table by the door next to Jen’s
ever-present overnight bag. When will the fear diminish? She
had decided months ago to ignore Jen’s mistrust. If being ready to
move again at a moment’s notice helped her transition, so be it. At
least she seemed comfortable with her new name, Jennifer B. Reed.
Alex still had trouble thinking of her that way, but she’d get used
to it. One day.

“Sounds good. All I’ve been doing lately is working,
so I’m ready for our weekly outing. I took on a couple of extra
clients at Dr. Parker’s. Her dental practice is growing, and I’m
getting better at my job,” Jen said.

Alex drew her into a hug and kissed her cheek. “I’m
proud of you.” She stepped back but kept her hands on her upper
arms, grounding herself in familiarity. The touch cracked her
defenses and flooded her with banned memories. She’d spent hours
helping Jen, five years her junior, with her homework, and
encouraging her to consider more schooling until she’d finally
agreed to take a couple of classes at the community college. She’d
never finished, but enrolled in the dental hygienist program,
locally, a year ago.

“Thanks. I can’t believe it took what happened to
me…to us, to finally find a job I love. Did I tell you I got a
raise? Ruth, Dr. Parker, can’t hire me full time yet, but she told
me she’d like to as soon as I finish my degree. For now, I get
first choice of how many patients I want to see. The other
hygienist, Sue, is super nice, and I don’t mind sharing the work. I
think we could be friends.” Jen turned tear-filled eyes to Alex.
“That would be okay, wouldn’t it?”

“Of course, honey. You’ll settle down and make lots
of friends.” Alex brushed the backs of her fingers lightly down
Jen’s cheek and smiled. “We’re starting a new life with new
friends. It’ll take time, but I think we should try to look forward
to it. I’m going to a Meetup at the state park next week.”

“Yeah? Cool. We’ll be okay.”

Jen’s response, a statement rather than a question,
encouraged Alex. She needed to remain positive for Jen’s sake as
well as her own. She didn’t disclose to Jen her own deep loneliness
and longing for someone special in her life. She knew she would
never be able to disclose her true past, but changing her name
didn’t change who she was inside, the person she hoped to someday
share with someone.

Alex watched Jen go through her ritual of checking
the locks on the two windows and reviewing the room before they
left. She’d told her she liked to memorize where everything was so
she’d know right away if someone broke in and disturbed anything.
She locked the deadbolt on the way out and double-checked it before
they began the two-block walk to the outdoor market.

“Let’s get some zucchini, and I’ll make us some
zucchini bread,” Alex said. She grabbed Jen’s hand as they crossed
the street like she’d done so often when they were growing up.

“Yum. I’ll chop the walnuts.”

Alex smiled at the sparkle in her eyes. She vowed to
do whatever it took to make sure it stayed there.


Chapter Two

“But I just met these women, Kristen. I’d feel like
I’d be crashing their wedding.” Debra Johnson stood in the shade of
a huge oak tree sipping an iced tea. She scanned the expanse of
land surrounding the throngs of people gathered for the
Independence Day celebration. The property bordered the Saint Clair
River, and she caught glimpses of sunshine sparkling off the water
through the evergreens lining its banks. The turn of the century,
well-maintained farmhouse sat atop a rise on the property, and she
could see part of a newer outbuilding located behind it at the end
of a gravel driveway. She’d been told the building was a kennel for
the owner’s Irish wolfhounds, and she planned to check it out
before leaving.

“Dana and Maria invited you. Same-sex weddings will
be taking place all over Michigan now, after the Supreme Court’s
decision. They want to share their day with as many lesbians as
they can. You’re my friend and they want you there,” Kristen
said.

“I get it, I do, but I won’t know anyone there except
you guys, and I’ll have to find a date.” Debby pushed her hair over
her left ear and shook her head.

“Maybe it’s time, my friend.” Kristen squeezed
Debby’s shoulder before continuing. “Not everyone is like your ex.
There’re many trustworthy lesbians out there, and a lesbian wedding
will be fun. It’s an historic time in our country, and our
state.”

“That’s true, and I’m happy for them, but I don’t
know. I’ll think about it.” Debby took a sip of tea and stared out
over the crowd.

“Bring Kelly if you want. She likes to dance.”

“Maybe I will, or I’ll see if Mary from the club
wants to go. She likes all kinds of dancing. They do that stupid
chicken dance at weddings, you know.” Debby grinned and poked
Kristen in the shoulder.

“Lesbian wedding. No chicken dancing.” Kristen
clucked and did a little chicken dance step. “I’m going to get
another hot dog. Can I bring you one?”

“No, thanks. I’ll get something in a minute. You know
how bad those are for you, don’t you?”

“Yeah, yeah. I saw some boring veggies on one of the
grills. You should be safe with them. Come sit with us later. We’ll
be at the picnic table down by the water.” Kristen walked toward
the smoking grills next to the house.

Debby took a deep breath and slowly expelled it
before sitting on the grass to lean against the giant tree. She’d
been friends with Kristen Eckert since high school and appreciated
her attempt to include her in the events of her life. Since Kristen
had met her partner and local veterinarian, Dr. Jaylin Meyers, she
hadn’t seen much of her except at the local barrel racing events.
Now she wanted to drag her to a wedding where she wouldn’t know
anyone. It’s probably no different than going to the club
alone. She stood, intending to follow Kristen to the food, when
someone gripped her forearm.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. Debby,
right?”

Debby recognized Dana Langdon, one of the soon-to-be
newlyweds. “Yeah. Good to meet you in person.” She shook Dana’s
hand as she spoke.

“I’m glad you made it today. Kristen’s told us so
much about you that I feel like I know you. I wanted to extend an
official invitation to our wedding. I hope you’re available.”

“Thanks, Dana. I’m excited for you and Maria.
September fifth, right?”

“Yep. It’s the anniversary of our ‘sort of’ first
date. We went to a wiener dog race.” Dana grinned, and her eyes
sparkled. “Bring a date if you’d like. We’re hoping to have a huge
turnout. Pastor Wright has agreed to marry us in his little church,
and Maria would be ecstatic to have standing room only. We’ll be
mailing out invitations next week.”

Debby’s stab of envy surprised her, and she
hesitated. Going to the dance club and hooking up with a woman for
the night was very different from extending an invitation for a
date to a wedding. She clung to the security of her list tucked
safely away in her desk drawer. “I’ll plan on it.”

“Good. I’m going to go find my honey and get some
food. Enjoy the party.”

Debby watched Dana stop to say hello to a few people
on her way toward the house. She could do this. If she had to,
she’d invite Kelly. She was a good friend and safe. Content with
her decision, she went to fill a plate and find her friends.

“Over here.” Kristen waved as she called to Debby.
“We saved you a seat.”

“Thanks.” Debby settled on the end of the bench at
the picnic table with her plate of grilled zucchini, corn, and a
burger.

Kristen swallowed her bite of hot dog before
speaking. “I missed you last weekend at the stump race.”

“I’ve been covering for the vacationing pharmacist at
the store in Waterford for two weeks, so I haven’t had time for
much of anything except getting home, feeding Shadow, and crashing.
I hate working in retail pharmacy more and more every day.” Debby
stabbed a chunk of zucchini and popped it into her mouth.

“Have you talked to the nursing home yet?” Kristen
asked.

“Yeah. I’ve got an interview in two weeks. I can’t
wait.”

“Good luck. I know Kelly’s been happy working there
for years. Let me know how it goes.”

“I will. Thanks.” Debby finished her food and stood
to stretch her back. “I’m heading home. You guys enjoy the rest of
the party, and I’ll talk to you next week.”

*

Debby tossed her daypack on the chair next to her
front door and hung her keys on the hook mounted on the wall. She
had used the hour-long drive across town to reflect on her social
life, or lack of one. By the time she had pulled into her driveway,
she had convinced herself that attending her new friends’ wedding
would be fun. She hadn’t been dancing at the club for several
weeks, and she missed the connection of holding a woman in her
arms. Surely she could find someone interested in joining her for a
lesbian wedding without thinking it was some kind of weird
commitment thing.

“Okay, okay, you fat cat.” She picked up her mewling
seal point Himalayan and hugged him until he squirmed and pushed
himself out of her arms. She put down some kibble and checked his
water bowl. “I’m going to make myself a cup of tea if that’s all
right with you.” Debby chuckled at her cat purring his approval as
he ate.

Debby went out to toss some hay into Shadow’s hay
feeder and set up his stall for the night before returning inside
to settle into her favorite chair with her laptop and cup of green
tea. She had heard her pharmacy tech talking about a bike ride she
had attended with a group of people she had met on something called
a Meetup. She Googled it and began her search.

Half an hour later, she had narrowed down her search
to two lesbian groups in her area that were interested in social
events. The first event was a hike through a nearby state park.
This could work. Maybe this was a good place to find a woman
who would respect her boundaries and be willing to accompany her as
a platonic companion. She knew her friend Kelly would be risk-free,
but the other women in her life were either, coworkers, one-night
stands, or wanted more than she was willing to give. I need
someone new, but safe.

“This sounds promising doesn’t it, Buddy?” Buddy had
nestled in her lap as she was browsing, and she absorbed the
serenity of his purring as she stroked his soft fur.

She printed out the meeting information and pulled
her list from the desk drawer. Her list was her protection from
anyone daring to venture close to her shattered heart. It consisted
of the mandatory requirements in a lover. Top of the list were
openness and honesty. She wasn’t going to repeat the pain she’d
suffered with her deceitful lover of six years. She reviewed the
important requisites and reverently placed it away, certain she
wouldn’t need to refer to it, but always reassured by its
presence.

*

“Thanks for covering for me tomorrow, Jake. I
appreciate it.” Debby glanced at her fellow pharmacist as she
pasted a label on a prescription bottle she’d filled.

“No problem. Patsy’s working a twelve-hour shift, so
I’d just be home watching the baseball game and eating pizza and
ice cream. My wife and my waistline thank you.” Jake grinned and
began counting pills onto a pill counter.

“That sounds pretty good to me. You sure you wouldn’t
want the down time?”

“Nah. I’d rather have the time off when Pat and I can
do something together. We’ve been talking about a trip to the zoo
since May. It seems like whenever we plan a date day, our daughter
calls about our granddaughter’s soccer game or baseball
tournament.” Jake stopped what he was working on and turned to face
Debby. “So, what’s up tomorrow? You’ve been awfully tightlipped
about it. Is everything okay?”

Debby avoided Jake’s gaze as she considered how much
she wanted to share with him. She’d worked with him for three years
and considered him a friend, but she didn’t want to put him in a
position to lie to their boss if asked where she was. She needed to
meet with the administration of the nursing home before letting him
know she might be leaving.

“Yeah. Everything’s fine. I’m just burned out, you
know? I need a day to do nothing.”

“I get it. It’s pretty hectic around here, especially
in the summer when we have to cover for people on vacation. I’ll be
right back. I’ve got to go to the back to finish filling this
script.” Jake squeezed past her and disappeared through a door at
the back of the room.

She was used to working alone, so Jake’s departure
didn’t bother her. She filled prescriptions and tried her best to
avoid answering the phone. A daily occurrence lately was someone
with twenty questions about his or her prescription, and this day
was no exception. The large woman standing at the “consultation”
area shifted from foot to foot and drummed her fingers on the
counter.

“Hello. Can I help you with something?” Debby had
quit bothering to introduce herself to customers. Pharmacist
and her name were clearly imprinted on her lab coat. They didn’t
care who she was, anyway.

“I want to know why I can’t eat grapefruit anymore.”
The woman, wide-eyed and red-faced, leaned against the counter,
pushing toward her. Debby retreated a step.

“What medication are you on, ma’am?”

“It’s for cholesterol. My doctor didn’t say a word
about this. The pamphlet that came with this stuff says to avoid
grapefruit. How am I supposed to lose the weight he wants me to
without eating grapefruit? What’s the problem?”

Debby took a settling breath before replying.
“There’s a compound in grapefruit that interacts with some of the
cholesterol lowering drugs called statins. Which medicine are you
taking?”

“How am I supposed to know? You’re the
pharmacist.”

“Okay. What’s your last name?” Debby moved to the
computer.

“Zantis,” the woman said.

“First name, Ginger?”

“Yes.”

“Date of birth?”

“Why do you people always ask me that?”

“It’s for security purposes, Ms. Zantis.”

“You know, I don’t care. I’m going to continue my
grapefruit and egg diet. I don’t have time for this nonsense.” She
turned and hurried out the door.

Debby logged off the computer and headed to the
employee restroom where she splashed water on her face and
stretched to relieve the tension in her back. Her job interview the
next day couldn’t come soon enough.

*

“Hey there. What’re you doing here?” Kelly Newton,
the day shift nursing supervisor, and Debby’s long-time friend,
stood in the hallway outside the nurses’ station.

“Hi, Kelly. I’m here for an interview for a position
in the pharmacy. I’ve got an eight a.m. appointment,” Debby
said.

“Cool. I’m glad you decided to try Serenity
Care. I love it here. Are you here to see Janis?”

“Yes. That’s who I spoke to on the phone,” Debby
said.

“Come on, I’ll show you to her office.” Kelly handed
the patient’s chart she was holding to one of the nurses at the
desk and led Debby through a set of doors at the end of the hall.
“You’ll like Jan. She pretty much singlehandedly runs the place and
does an excellent job of balancing the patient’s care with the
financial realities of a nursing home. Here’s her office. Good
luck, and stop and see me on the way out.”

“Thanks, Kelly. I will.”

Debby took a seat opposite the empty chair at a
beautiful mahogany desk. A svelte woman with salt-and-pepper short
hair and an engaging smile entered the room within a few
minutes.

“Good morning. I’m Janis Smith. You must be
Debra.”

Debby took Janis’s outstretched hand in a firm grip.
“Yes. I’m Debra Johnson. It’s good to meet you in person, Ms.
Smith.”

Debby glanced at the clock above the desk and noted
Janis’s punctuality. Her gaze was direct and her body language
laid-back. Everything she hoped for in a boss.

“Please call me Jan. So, you’re a pharmacist looking
to get out of Walgreens.”

Jan’s grin and easy nature were soothing. “Yes to
both,” Debby said. “And please call me Debby.”

Debby explained her situation, and they talked for an
hour before Jan checked her watch and smiled.

“I’ve got a meeting in ten minutes. Let me show you
the pharmacy. It’s on the way.” Jan stood and leaned on her desk.
“We have a board certified geriatric consultant pharmacist on
staff, and I think you’d be an excellent addition to our group.
When can you start?” She offered her hand again in
acknowledgment.

“Thank you. I look forward to joining your staff.
I’ll report for duty in two weeks, when I’ve worked out my
notice.”

Debby couldn’t contain her grin as she made her way
back to Kelly’s station, but Kelly was nowhere to be seen, so she
left a message with the nurse on duty and left. She sat in her car
for a few minutes reviewing all she and Jan had talked about. She
planned to apply for the geriatric pharmaceutical exam in the fall
and show Jan she was willing to do whatever it took to be the best
she could be in her new position. The pharmacy looked well stocked
and extremely organized. She couldn’t wait to get started and meet
the rest of the staff. She thought of Jake and his friendship for
the past few years and realized that was the only thing she’d miss.
She blew out a breath and rested her head against the headrest for
a minute to enjoy the feeling of anticipation.


Chapter Three

Debby pulled into the park ten minutes before the
Meetup event was scheduled to begin. She parked and headed to the
pavilion, where she saw a group of women standing near the picnic
tables. She sighed in relief when she didn’t recognize anyone. At
least she wouldn’t have to deal with the awkwardness of running
into an ex-one-night-stand. One woman stood out from the crowd. She
stood off to the side, looking shy. She seemed to be taking in the
whole group, looking around almost warily. Her short, highlighted
hair shone in the afternoon sunshine, and her tan legs below her
khaki shorts looked toned, as if she walked on a regular basis. Her
long-sleeved T-shirt pleasantly hugged her breasts but seemed a bit
much for the warm summer day.

Debby approached the woman and stuck out her hand in
greeting. “Hi. My name’s Debra Johnson. Most people call me
Debby.”

She lost her train of thought for a moment as the
woman turned her wary gaze on her. Her eyes were gray, with tiny
gold flecks that seemed to emit light rather than reflect it.

“Nice to meet you, Debby. I’m Alexandra Reed. Please
call me Alex.” Alex enveloped her hand in a warm, soft, and solid
grip.

A tingle raced up her arm and heat rose to her face.
Alex was an inch or so shorter than her but with a presence that
declared she could take care of herself. She wondered about Alex’s
first impression of her, and that thought disturbed her. She
reverted to the safety of item three on her list. It doesn’t
matter what others think.

“This looks like fun. There’s quite a few women
here,” Debby said.

“Is this your first Meetup?” Alex asked.

“Yeah. I hadn’t even heard of them until a coworker
mentioned she’d found a group to bike ride with. I Googled it and
found this bunch. I prefer the idea of walking the paths of the
state park as opposed to peddling for miles. How about you?”

“I’ve heard of Meetups, but this is the first one
I’ve tried, and I prefer walking to riding a bike, too.”

Their conversation was interrupted by a tall blonde
signaling for attention.

“Hello, everyone. I’m glad to see such a good
turnout. My name’s Nat, and I initiated this Meetup. Some of you
may know about this park, but if you’re new here I’ll let you know
that the hiking trails are not long, but well-marked, and I love
walking them. I hope you all enjoy yourselves. Like I said, my
name’s Nat and this is my partner, Joy.” Nat took the hand of her
much shorter partner and kissed her palm. “We’d love to get to know
all of you today and on future Meetups. We’re taking the longest
trail that starts there.” Nat pointed in the direction of a small
picnic area to their right. “We plan to stop at the first turnout,
which is about a mile away. We look forward to chatting with
you.”

The group of women followed Nat and Joy to the paved
path and broke up into small groups. A woman named Leslie
introduced herself and fell into step with Debby and Alex. She
stopped every few feet to point out a mushroom and prattle on about
its type and poisonous properties. Debby feigned interest and
listened politely until her patience ran out.

“Do you care about fungi?” Debby whispered to Alex
while Leslie cooed over a particularly large capped mushroom.

“Not a bit,” Alex whispered. “I don’t even like to
eat them.”

Debby laughed. “Well, at this rate we won’t reach the
one-mile mark until tomorrow, but I suppose I ought to consider it
a learning experience.”

“Right. You never know when you’ll be asked about a
mushroom.” Alex looked serious until a slight grin gave her
away.

Debby refrained from reaching to hold her hand,
surprised at how natural it would feel. She and Alex fell into an
easy gait and walked in comfortable silence, content to let Leslie
give lessons on the spore-bearing fruiting body of a fungus.

She liked Alex’s sense of humor, and she seemed nice,
but she needed to find out if Alex was single before making a
decision on the invitation to the wedding. No way was she getting
in the middle of a couple. The incredibly important number two on
her list: a single lesbian. She didn’t know why she kept
associating Alex with her list. The wedding was her concern, not a
real date, which meant the list didn’t apply.

“Do you live around here?” Debby asked. Leslie had
wandered off the path to look at some moldy thing she found
particularly exciting.

“Not far. In fact, I walk my dog here. It’s usually
not too crowded, and I like that the trails are paved. Do you live
nearby?”

“I live just outside of Novi, so it’s pretty close.
Just you and your dog, then?”

“Yep.”

Alex’s response probably ruled out a lover at home
waiting for her. “I see the group is congregating. Let’s grab a
seat at the tables.”

She followed Alex to the pavilion. She would plan to
attend the next event with this group, spend a little more time
with Alex, and make a decision to ask her to the wedding after
that. There was no hurry, and even if she was only looking for a
friend, she was determined to be careful with her heart.

*

Alex silently chided herself for nearly telling Debby
about her previous walking group. She needed to work harder at
thinking of her prior self in third person, but she found herself
distracted by the way Debby’s beautiful brown eyes twinkled when
she smiled, and the small laugh lines around her eyes indicated
they were probably the same age. She was tan and her body toned, as
if she worked out. Alex vowed to work harder to lose the ten pounds
she had put on over the past year. Debby was a little taller than
she was, and Alex noticed how comfortably they could have held
hands as they walked. She pushed away the unexpected attraction and
concentrated on how to deflect any questions about her past.

The group had arrived at the meeting point Nat had
chosen and settled onto a few picnic tables located under a
pavilion. Debby sat across from her, and Leslie took the spot on
her left.

“So, did you two come to the Meetup together?” Leslie
asked.

“No,” Alex answered quickly, and Debby shifted,
looking uncomfortable.

“No. We just met today,” Debby said.

“Oh. Sorry.” Leslie waved her hand in the air as if
dismissing her own idea. “I just love it here, don’t you? I’m going
to sign up for all their hikes. Hey, would you guys like to help me
start our own Meetup? We can go hunting mushrooms throughout the
woods of Michigan.” Leslie beamed, spread out her arms, and looked
back and forth at them.

“I’m going to pass on the mushroom hunting,” Debby
said.

“Me, too, I’m afraid. I don’t know anything about
them,” Alex said.

“I’ll be happy to teach you.” Leslie hugged the pile
of accumulated mushrooms she had deposited on the table.

Alex looked at Debby across the table and smothered a
giggle. She looked like she was struggling not to laugh, too.

“You post the Meetup, Leslie. I’m sure there’re
plenty of other people interested,” Alex said.

Leslie looked slightly disgruntled as she scooped up
her mushrooms and deposited them into a plastic bag she’d pulled
from her daypack, before leaving to join another group of
women.

They sat enjoying the bird sounds and the light
chatter of the group for a few minutes before Debby spoke.

“I’d like to join this group on another hike. It was
fun walking with you. I hope you can make it, too.”

“I’d love to plan on it. In fact, I’ll bring my dog,
Abby. She’d enjoy the walk, and she’s great with people. I suppose
I should ask if anyone minds first, huh?” Alex looked for Nat but
couldn’t see her anywhere.

“I see Joy at the far table. I’ll walk over with
you.”

Alex confirmed that she could bring her dog on the
next outing and began the walk to the parking lot with Debby.

“This walk is certainly more peaceful without the
drone of lessons on mushrooms.” Debby chuckled and kicked a fallen
branch off the path in front of them.

“Yes, it is, but Leslie was nice. I liked her
enthusiasm, even if I didn’t share it.”

“She was nice. We’ll probably see her again trying to
convince someone to join her mushroom hunting group.”

They strolled the rest of the way in companionable
silence, and Alex stifled the yearning to drop her guard. She
mentally reviewed her lessons on keeping the focus off of
herself.

“Do you have any pets?” Alex asked.

“I do. I rescued a cat a couple of months ago, and I
have a horse that I ride in barrel racing competitions.”

“Cool. I love horses. I used to…never mind.” Alex
fumbled for her keys in her waist pack and hoped Debby didn’t ask
questions. “I’ll see you at the next walk.” She rushed to her car,
the ever-present feeling of panic surging through her. She gave
Debby a weak wave as she drove away, trying to ignore the slightly
puzzled expression on her face. Running. Always running.

*

Alex pulled into her carport, turned off the engine,
and closed her eyes as she tipped her head back. Why is this
still so hard? All she wanted to do was meet new people and
make a few friends. She loved Jen dearly, but she was tired of
having no one but her with whom to go out to dinner or a movie. No
coaching from the federal marshals had prepared her for the
constant stress of having to avoid revealing her past.

Inside her apartment, she opened her laptop and
Googled Debra Johnson. She thought about the minimal information
available on Alexandra Reed. She avoided all social media and used
an alias for her email account. The U
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