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      Mid-May

      

      It was a rainy Friday morning. A perfect morning for sleeping in, listening to the rain splash against the metal weather vane on the little balcony of my seventeenth-floor studio apartment.

      Instead of staying inside, warm and dry, like most people, I used the back of my wrist to wipe away the misty rain that collected on my eye lashes. The sun, muted by the heavy, dark clouds, was putting up a valiant fight against the seven a.m. dreariness. The winner was as yet undecided.

      My Nike jogging shoes pounded rhythmically on the damp packed earth running path in Central Park along the upper loop. I dodged a mud puddle and kept running, my pace, more of a jog really, slow but steady.

      A mother bird squawked as one of its baby birds clumsily fell from its nest in a vibrant pink bloomed cherry tree. The small baby bird, a sparrow maybe, landed only a few feet from the trail before a second one joined it, the distraught mother bird frantically flapping its wings.

      I slowed, glancing over my shoulder to make sure I was the only one who saw the birds falling out of their next. The mother bird ushered them away from the prying eyes of humans.

      Determining that the birds were safe, I resumed my regular four mile an hour speed.

      I inhaled deeply as I passed a row of daffodil plants, their yellow blooms filling the air with one of nature’s most heady perfumes.

      It never ceased to amaze and fascinate me that there was a giant wooded area—what everyone called a park—right in the middle of America’s largest city.

      My real name is Dr. Addison Montgomery, but no one knows that. Everyone knows me as simply Mary Sawyer.

      I was a southern girl through and through, born and raised in Houston, Texas. I’d gotten my medical degree from Baylor College of Medicine just eight years ago.

      I had a good practice, specializing in plastic surgery, with another doctor. The optimal word was had.

      I could never go back there. Not to my office, my home, or even my state.

      Ever.

      I couldn’t call any of my friends. Or my business partner. I’d gone through medical school with him. He would never know what happened to me.

      That wasn’t the worst of it. None of my friends or business associates knew.

      Other than that, I could deal.

      My parents and younger brother had chosen to stay in the small community in Montana where we’d first been placed eight months ago.

      I’d finally convinced the WITSEC officers to let me move someplace else.

      Of course, I couldn’t actually work as a doctor. That would make me too easy to find. Instead, I had to have a completely different identity and a different career.

      I stopped at a reservoir to watch a mother duck lead her ducklings around the edge of the water. Two other joggers passed me as I waited. After they disappeared into the trees, I picked up my pace again.

      I glanced at my watch. I needed to head back to my apartment, get cleaned up, and go to work.

      As I continued around the circular path, I realized the rain had stopped and a lovely rainbow arched from the park to the nearby New York skyline.

      A sense of well-being settled over me. I had a new name and a new identity, but I was still me. I could still take a moment to appreciate a rainbow, the first fledgling flight of a baby bird, and a mother duck teaching her ducklings how to navigate what would be their home.

      I felt safe here in New York, anonymous among millions. I hadn’t felt so safe in Montana. I’d accidentally, actually instinctively, saved a man’s life and the knowledge that I had medical skills had spread like wildfire through the little community.

      Besides, I’d been miserable teaching biology to fifth graders. Children had never been my thing. I had nothing against them, but as an only child, I had no experience with children other than having been one myself at one time.

      I had a short work day today. In at nine and off at noon. After work I needed to pick up some groceries and do some laundry. My plans were to stay inside the rest of the weekend. I wanted to binge something on Netflix and eat popcorn.

      Staying inside had become a way of life for me and I had adapted.

      After that I was going to use my secret burner phone to call my family’s secret burner phone. I missed them and hoped that one day we’d end up living near each other again. Like we had in Houston.

      I slowed to a brisk walk now as I went through the gate that led out of the park into the city.

      “Addison?”

      I almost answered. I’d trained myself to answer to Mary. Damn it. They had been right. Keep your first name. If you change your name completely, you’ll trip up. But since Mary was my middle name, I’d convinced my case worker to let me go by Mary.

      I’d played on his sympathy. Told him that Mary was my grandmother’s name and I wanted to keep some hold on my past, tenuous though it may be.

      The truth was though that Addison was not a common name. I wanted to truly disappear. Mary was a common name in a city of millions. I truly felt like I’d melded into a new life here.

      I froze as a man stopped three feet away from my right. “Addison, is that really you?”

      I turned and looked into familiar sky blue eyes. My high school boyfriend stood there smiling at me.

      I was aware of about a hundred different things in that moment. I was aware that I was wearing a white running skirt and a dark pink tank top over a light pink running bra. My hair was pulled back in a ponytail and a sheen of sweat and rainwater covered me head to toe.

      I had definitely looked better.

      Andrew Worthington, however, wearing a dark gray business suit with a pink tie, had never looked better.

      I had the fleeting irrational thought that we matched. Pink and pink.

      As I looked more closely, I noticed that he had lost a little weight. It was disguised beneath his suit, but he was thinner than he had been in college.

      My next thought was that I was still mad at him for breaking up with me. I’d been a sophomore in college and he’d been a senior. He hadn’t so much broken up with me as he had sort of just drifted away.

      He’d moved to Austin, Texas for some type of internship and I, of course, had stayed behind. He’d never even explained what happened. Why he’d just drifted.

      I hadn’t seen nor heard anything about him in… I quickly did the math… ten years.

      I kept walking, my eyes darting right and left. Please don’t let anyone hear you call me Addison.

      But he was not to be dissuaded. “It’s me. Andrew.”

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I don’t know you.”

      He followed me. “Wait.”

      I stopped. There was no one else within earshot. A woman walked her dog, but she was just far enough away that she wouldn’t be able to hear us.

      “You have the wrong person,” I said, barely moving my lips and keeping my gaze down.

      He glanced down at my hands. “Really?” He took my right hand in his and turned my palm up, sweeping a thumb beneath the stretchy cotton workout band on my left wrist. There on the inside of my wrist, beneath the stretchy workout band I wore to hide it, was a little pink heart tattoo.

      Getting the tattoo was probably the craziest thing I had ever done.

      But I’d done it with him. Andrew had always brought out the spontaneity in me.

      But ten years…

      I hadn’t seen him. Hadn’t heard from him.

      I jerked my wrist back.

      I always wore long sleeves at work. And now of course when I went out in public. I couldn’t very well go jogging in long sleeves though. That would call attention to myself. Needless to say, the stretchy wristbands were not for fashion. They were specifically to hide the tattoo Andrew had just exposed.

      The heart tattoo was a part of my past that I kept to myself. I could have had it removed, but it felt like a link to this man who was now blocking my path.

      This man who had been the love of my life.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. I couldn’t very well just leave him hanging like this. He clearly knew who I was.

      Who I had been.

      “I work here now.”

      My jaw must have literally dropped because he chuckled. “I’m a commercial pilot. I was just transferred here last month.”

      “I see.” I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t supposed to allow anyone into my new identity world.

      It not only put my life in danger, but that of my family, and it could put his in danger.

      In fact, one thing they’d taught us at the WITSEC orientation was that he could be a scout for the very people I was hiding from.

      Sent here to find me.

      The thought seemed completely irrational as I stood there fighting the urge to either hug him or slug him depending on how I wanted to think about our past relationship in that particular half second.

      Other than his disappearing act, I’d loved everything about him.

      “Are you visiting?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I answered quickly, jumping on the explanation he’d unknowingly provided.

      I wasn’t sure I like this new talent I’d developed for spinning lies at the drop of a hat.

      “For how long?” he asked. “Can we go out? Have a drink?” He looked back at my hands. It was for effect since I had no doubt he’d already checked my left hand. “That is if you’re available.”

      I didn’t have a boyfriend. Not in this new life. I’d been dating someone—sort of—in my old life, but that had ended abruptly along with everything else I’d known.

      I almost laughed out loud at the irony. I’d disappeared on my last boyfriend in Houston just like Andrew had disappeared on me.

      “Not now,” I said. “I’m late for work.”

      He laughed. “I would say it’s too early, but you always did have a thing for mimosas.”

      “Right.” I glanced at my watch, but the time didn’t register. It didn’t even matter to me. “Later then.” I turned and jogging again, took a left on Tenth Street. Slowing to a brisk walk, a quick glance telling me Andrew hadn’t followed me, I pushed through the front double doors of my apartment building.

      Standing just inside the door, I put my hands on my knees and took deep breaths. I felt like I had just sprinted about ten miles.

      Seeing Andrew again like this, on the street, was not supposed to happen.

      And he knew me without a shadow of doubt. Any possible shadow of a doubt was banished when he saw the pink heart tattoo on my wrist. He’d known exactly where to look.
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      The doorman watched me curiously from his little desk just inside the doors. I held up a hand in greeting as I dashed to the set of three elevators and pushed the button.

      The doorman’s name was Martin—we all called him Sergeant Martin—and he knew the name and apartment number of every resident in the twenty-one story apartment building.

      During the busy morning and late afternoons, he stood at the door, but when the comings and goings were slow, he sat at the desk. He had cameras to monitor, but he could just as well be doing online gambling. Not my business.

      “You have a package,” Sergeant Martin said.

      My gaze darted to the front door, before I briefly made eye contact with him then back to the elevators. My heart racing, I ran my hands over my skirt.

      I couldn’t look at Sergeant Martin right now. I pretended not to hear him. If I looked at him right now, he’d know something was wrong.

      I watched the numbers over the elevators. One elevator seemed stuck on the tenth floor, another on the third, and one on the sixth.

      “But you can pick it up later,” Sergeant Martin said.

      The middle elevator dinged and the door opened. I glanced toward the front door again before stepping inside the elevator and turning to face the door.

      “Thanks, Martin. I’ll come get it in a bit.”

      The elevator door closed. I leaned back against the wall, my fingers clasped around the metal bar. And let out a long slow breath.

      Safe now.

      It was a mantra I used whenever I felt myself getting overwhelmed. And it was usually when there were only a few other people around. I preferred to get lost in the crowd and go unnoticed.

      Safety in numbers, though not always true, certainly felt better than being separated from the herd.

      Reaching my floor, I walked silently down the hallway, my shoes not making a sound on the thick deep blue carpet that matched the freshly painted light blue walls.

      I let myself into my apartment with a six digit numeric code that I changed weekly, closed the door behind me, and locked all three deadbolts.

      It would be all so easy to become agoraphobic. When I lived in Montana, I sometimes spent as much as two weeks without ever leaving the house I shared with my family.

      I liked my place. I could stand just inside the door and see my whole studio apartment.

      It reminded me of a nice hotel room. A full bed on one side with a nightstand and lamp. A galley kitchen with a small island counter on the other side. In between I had a computer desk and a little sofa. No coffee table. A small television. Just bare bones.

      Two doors. One to the closet and one to the bathroom. A patio door that opened out onto a postage stamp of a balcony. The only thing I had out there was a little metal weather vane left by the last tenant. I sort of liked it, so I kept it.

      Turning on the television to the weather channel for background noise, I ran a bath.

      And just minutes later, I sank into the hot water and proceeded to go through my relaxation ritual.

      I needed to be calm before my first appointment at nine o’clock.

      But instead of finding its calm place, my mind circled around to Andrew.

      I ran a finger around the little heart tattoo that would forever identify me to friends and family and anyone else who happened to know about it. Like my first name, my real name, it was unusual.

      I thought again about having it removed.

      And, again, discarded the thought.

      Andrew wanted to have a drink. To go out.

      What did that mean anymore?

      I was so discombobulated, I couldn’t think straight.

      As I watched my little mesh sponge floating in the soapy water, it dawned on me.

      It was by accident that our paths had crossed. He didn’t know where to find me.

      It was against the rules for Sergeant Martin to give out information about tenants. I’d seen him in action before.

      No one could get past his iron shield. If a guest didn’t know a person’s apartment number, he wouldn’t give it out. Nor would he indicate whether or not someone lived in the building. I’d heard him say there are thousands of people in this building. How can I possibly keep up with everyone?

      Just thinking about the stoic Sergeant Martin made me smile.

      But back to Andrew. Since our paths had crossed by accident, it was highly unlikely that I would see him again.

      If he had found out where to find me, he could have been waiting. I hadn’t been more than a block from my apartment building when he saw me.

      I shoved the thought away.

      I was at once relieved and highly disappointed that I wouldn’t see him again.

      The relief lasted no more than a moment, but the disappointment settled over me like a wet blanket.

      I wanted to see Andrew again.

      But I knew just how contraindicated it was.

      Contraindicated. How many times a day did I say that word?

      I advised people all day long how to not do things that they wanted to do. Things that were bad for them.

      Like drinking sodas and lattes. Eating cookies. French fries.

      The list went on and on.

      We all had our favorite bad things.

      I advised my patients to add healthy things to their diets and their lives until there was no room left for the unhealthy.

      As I toweled off, I muttered to myself.

      If I were going to apply my own method to myself, the one of filling my life with good things to leave no room to think about bad for me things… like Andrew… I’d get a social life. Specifically I would start dating again.

      I would fill my life with things that were good for me, leaving no room for Andrew.

      But that seemed like eating doughnuts instead of cinnamon rolls. Both were equally bad and contraindicated. Besides, I didn’t like doughnuts.

      I’d never had a problem with sweets myself. I didn’t eat a lot of junk food at all, actually. When I did eat something that wasn’t healthy, it was usually something salty. Potato chips. Popcorn.

      But medical school had given me nothing if not discipline.

      I powered on my computer, then dried my shoulder length brunette hair. I had inherited the classic pale skin and dark hair from my parents who were descendants of the American French who’d settled in south Louisiana hundreds of years ago. Back then the American French were called Creoles. Now they were mostly called Cajuns.

      When my grandparents on my father’s side married, they had moved to Houston and that’s where my parents had made a family.

      It didn’t matter. I’d given up my claim to any heritage when I’d give Patrick O’Donnell new facial features. A new nose. A new mouth. Enough to completely alter his appearance, but apparently not enough. The mob had somehow found him through me and he’d never forgive that.

      Especially since I’d testified that he was who he was.

      I remembered him clearly even before the surgery. Before the court testimony. He had been a handsome man. I hadn’t understood why he wanted to alter his features. But it wasn’t my job to make judgments. It was my job to make the patient happy. He’d had some flimsy excuse. Looking in the mirror reminded him of his dead sister. Again. Not my place to make judgment calls.

      At a quarter of nine, I logged into the website that allowed me to work with patients all over the United States who struggled with diabetes.

      By the time they got to me, their regular doctors had tried either everything else or had given up on them or didn’t want to spend the time it took to educate and convert their patients into healthy people who ate only sugar-free oatmeal and fresh vegetables.

      There was more to just that in managing diabetes, of course, but that was one huge aspect.

      The work allowed me to help patients as a dietician under my new name. I didn’t know how the WITSEC staff had done the licensing magic, especially with my new name.

      However they had managed, I was eternally grateful that I was working in any capacity in the medical field and not teaching biology to fifth graders in Montana.

      My first patient was new, so I pulled out my check sheet to go over what we’d be doing in our sessions over the next three to six months. I had some information I would post to his account in the portal after the appointment. My patients always had homework. We started with small, achievable goals. Those who did their homework used that early feeling of achievement as a foundation to build upon.

      I pulled my hair around to the side of my head and let it drop across my left shoulder. They’d said we didn’t have to change our hair color, but I’d put blonde streaks in my hair anyway.

      I put on a pair of black rimmed glasses that had no power in them. I had perfect vision thanks to surgery done by a colleague and friend specializing in ophthalmology during med school.

      I’d always been something of an over-achiever. I’d applied that trait to the task of changing my identity.

      Maybe I should have worn my glasses when I’d gone out jogging this morning. That’s what happened when a person got comfortable. They, specifically John White, the agent assigned to me, had warned me about.

      I was usually given the names of patients ahead of time and so far I hadn’t been assigned anyone that I recognized. But… I’d seen so many patients over the years. I wouldn’t recognize most of their names anyway.

      If I did happen to be assigned a patient who knew me from what I thought of as my real life, I hoped that the new name, the glasses, and the highlights would throw them off enough that they wouldn’t put it all together and figure out who I was.

      We’d all met that person who was a dead ringer for someone else we knew.

      An added safeguard was that none of the new patients knew where I was located. I was only required to tell them that I worked in the diabetes treatment department of the company.

      So far so good.

      My first session went as I had expected. The poor guy was still a bit in shock to learn that his diabetes was so severe.

      But he came across as motivated to make some lifestyle changes and I was sincere when I told him I looked forward to working with him and that I was optimistic that his diabetes wouldn’t adversely affect his active lifestyle.

      His initial session lasted fifty minutes.

      The next two hours were broken down into fifteen minute appointments, some taking a little longer and some taking a little less than the allotted appointment time. These were all established patients, mostly using their time to ask questions and receive what I called an information booster. If nothing else, I was a good cheerleader.

      At twelve fifteen I logged off for lunch. Though I’d planned to be off at noon, I had one afternoon appointment who’d been added to my schedule at the last minute—a new patient, no name provided. Then I had an online staff meeting that I had nearly forgotten about.

      After that I’d check in with an online class that I was teaching on heart disease prevention. I didn’t give them homework on the weekends, but sometimes they’d write in with questions and I liked to monitor the discussion boards in case they were inadvertently giving each other wrong information.

      Most evenings I spent some time putting as much information about diabetes management as possible into a book. To be published under a pen name, of course. Not having any kind of social life was making me highly productive.

      But not tonight. Tonight I was going to take a break.

      Today is my mother’s birthday and I am going to call her. Take a chance with a video call on the burner phone and have a peek into my family’s life.

      I went into my little kitchen and took my own advice throwing together a salad with cucumber, tomato, and avocado.

      I found it whole lot easier to coach people when I was following my own advice. Besides, I felt a lot better when I ate healthy.

      At ten to one I was sitting at my desk again. The ivory wall behind me was blank. I gave away no identifying information during my sessions. No visual clues about where I was located. And no noise. My neighbors were quiet. No barking dogs. No screaming children.

      Overkill.

      At a couple of minutes before one o’clock my patient typed in that he was having difficulty with the visual part of the website. Not unusual. I asked if he (or she) could hear me and he (or she) typed yes.

      I went through my intro. “My name is Mary Sawyer. I’m a dietician, but I’ll be working closely with your physician so as we go along please tell me about any progress including any symptoms and issues you may experience.”

      I reminded myself, as I did each time, that I didn’t have to be identified as a doctor to provide medical care. This is a thousand times better than teaching fifth graders in Montana.

      And my ego wasn’t so inflated that I had to have patients call me doctor.

      Of course, not even the doctors on my work team knew that I was a doctor, so I had to tread carefully when making recommendations about patient care to the physicians.

      I had actually seen firsthand in the first few months that I’d been doing this just how important diet was in the management of diabetes. I’d watched their numbers change. Their health improve. I’d spoken the words to patients a hundred times, of course, but now even if I were to go back to directly treating patients, my perspective had been altered.

      I had converted myself into a believer.

      “Since you were added to my schedule at the last minute, they didn’t give me your name.”

      I watched the blinking cursor and could see that he (or maybe she) was typing.

      Andrew.

      I stared at the name.

      And made the required concerted effort required to keep myself focused. Andrew was a common name.

      Hold on a minute. Let me try something to get my video working. I think I figured it out.

      Sitting back in my chair, I ran my fingers through my hair that I’d habitually pulled over my left shoulder and straightened my glasses.

      My heart was pounding so hard I could barely hear my own thoughts.

      I straightened my shoulders and pulled myself together.

      It wasn’t my Andrew. My Andrew wasn’t diabetic to start and end it all.

      And second, the odds were so astronomical, I couldn’t even begin to compute them.

      Just another patient.
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      On the road below, seventeen floors down, emergency vehicles passed. Happened all the time. Several times a day. I barely even noticed it anymore.

      It was the one background noise I couldn’t control. If anyone paid enough attention to notice, they would know I lived in a city. Could be any city. As far as I knew, emergency vehicles sounded the same no matter what city they were in.

      Then the patient’s video was working. I sat frozen. Staring at the computer screen.

      “Sorry about that…” His voice drifted off as he peered into the camera. “Addison?”

      I didn’t answer. It was too unusual that I’d bumped into Andrew twice in one day.

      In New York.

      Once after my morning run and again during my workday.

      With him as my patient.

      A spurt of fear shot through my system on the waves of my first thought. If this could happen with Andrew, it could happen with anyone.

      On the heels of the fear was what I could only describe as a mix of delight along with concern.

      I hadn’t thought to ever see him again.

      “Andrew,” I said, my years of training overriding all my personal reactions. “Are you diabetic?”

      I saw the sadness around his eyes now.

      “This new company had me go through a physical with the new job. They said that I’d have to get my diabetes under control if I wanted to keep my pilot’s license.” He leaned back
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