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Chapter 1: Fresh Start






Beth Callahan's hands were sweating as she pushed through the revolving glass doors of DataCorp Technologies. The lobby looked like something from a magazine: polished marble floors reflecting the morning light, a reception desk of dark wood and steel, and a huge screen on the wall showing stock tickers in colors she didn't quite understand yet. Everything gleamed. Everything looked expensive.

She clutched her tote bag, the good one she'd bought at Target for twenty-nine dollars, and tried not to look as nervous as she felt. Back in Cedar Rapids, her dad's computer repair shop had linoleum floors with cracks in them and a bell over the door that jingled when customers walked in. This place didn't have a bell. It had security guards in dark suits and an ID scanner that beeped when she swiped her brand-new employee badge.

The elevator was made of glass too, which meant Beth could watch the lobby shrink below her as she rose toward the twelfth floor. Her stomach dropped a little. She'd never liked heights much. Through the windows she could see Boston spreading out in every direction—buildings and streets and the harbor in the distance, all of it moving and alive in the February morning.

"First day?" A woman in a gray suit stepped into the sixth-floor elevator, holding a coffee cup that was probably more expensive than Beth's weekly grocery bill.

"That obvious?" Beth tried to smile.

The woman's expression softened. "You'll be fine. DataCorp's a good place to work. Better than most." The elevator dinged open on the eighth floor and the woman stepped out, leaving Beth alone with her reflection in the glass walls.

She looked young. Too young, maybe. Twenty-six but people always thought she was younger. She'd worn her best shirt—a blue button-down she'd ironed three times this morning—and black pants that fit okay, plus a slightly fitted blazer that went well with the pants. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail because that's what she always did when she needed to focus. No makeup except a little mascara. She'd never learned how to do that fancy stuff anyway.

The twelfth floor opened into an open office space that made Beth's chest tighten with something between excitement and panic. Dozens of cubicles stretched out in rows, each one outfitted with multiple monitors and ergonomic chairs that looked like they belonged in a spaceship. People hunched over keyboards, spoke quietly into headsets, or clustered around whiteboards covered in diagrams that made no sense from here.

"Beth Callahan?" A man in his thirties approached, hand extended. He had friendly eyes behind black-framed glasses and wore a polo shirt with the DataCorp logo embroidered on the chest. "I'm Glen Morris. We talked on the phone."

"Hi." Beth shook his hand, trying not to grip too hard. Her dad always said a handshake told you everything about a person. "Thanks for…I mean, I'm really excited to be here."

"Come on, I'll show you your desk." Glen led her through the maze of cubicles, past programmers who barely looked up from their screens. The air smelled like coffee and electronics and something else Beth couldn't quite name. Maybe it was just the smell of money.

Her cubicle was in the middle of a row, right next to a window that looked out over the city. Someone had already set up a computer for her: a massive monitor that curved slightly, a wireless keyboard and mouse, and a thin black laptop docked into a stand. Beth set her tote bag down and just stared at the setup. Back at community college she'd worked on a desktop from 2008 that took forever to boot up.

"You good with that monitor?" Glen asked. "Some people prefer two separate screens but I figured we'd start with the ultrawide and you can request changes if you need them."

"No, this is…this is perfect."

Glen smiled. "Your login credentials are in that envelope. Network username, temporary password, access to the development databases. You'll need to change your password on first login. Oh, and there's an orientation meeting at ten in Conference Room B…that's back by the elevators. HR stuff, mostly. Benefits, company policies, all that."

"Got it."

"I'll introduce you to the team after the meeting. For now, just get settled, maybe grab coffee in the break room…down that hall, can't miss it. If you need anything, I'm three cubes over." He pointed to a cubicle where Beth could see the top of someone's head bent over a keyboard.

After Glen left, Beth sank into her new chair. It adjusted in about eight different ways and she knew how expensive these chairs were, so it meant they wanted comfort and style. She opened the envelope and read her credentials, committing the username to memory: Beth.Callahan@datacorp.com. It looked official, professional. Like she belonged here.

She pulled a photo from her tote bag—the only personal item she'd brought—and set it next to her monitor. Her dad standing in front of his shop, "Callahan's Computer Repair" painted on the window behind him. He was grinning at the camera, proud of the business he'd built from nothing. Beth had taken that photo the day she left for Boston.

"You'll do great," he'd told her at the airport. "You're smarter than half those corporate types anyway. Just remember where you came from."

She touched the photo frame, then turned to the computer and logged in. The system came to life instantly with no lag, no delay, just smooth responsiveness that made her fingers itch to start coding. This was real. This was happening. She was a programmer at one of the biggest tech companies in New England, working on systems that handled millions of dollars in transactions every day.

The orientation meeting was what she expected—an HR woman named Karen walking five new hires through benefit packages and vacation policies and security protocols. Beth filled out forms, signed documents, and tried to absorb information about 401(k) matching and dental coverage. Around her, the other new employees asked questions about stock options and performance bonuses. Beth mostly kept quiet.

When the meeting ended, Glen appeared and led her back to the programming floor. "Let me introduce you to the team."

He gathered five people around Beth's cubicle. "Everyone, this is Beth Callahan. She'll be working on database optimization for the financial services division. Beth, this is your team."

They went around, sharing names and roles that Beth tried desperately to remember. There was Rachel, a woman about Beth's age with red hair pulled into a sleek bun. Kevin, older, maybe fifty, with a beard and a Star Wars t-shirt under a cardigan. Tom and Sarah, who looked like they could be siblings, both tall and blonde. And Priya, who had the warmest smile and immediately asked Beth where she was from.

"Iowa," Beth said. "Cedar Rapids."

"Long way from home," Priya said. "But you'll like it here. Good people, interesting work. And Glen's probably the best supervisor in the building."

Glen laughed. "She's biased. I approved her last three vacation requests."

The team chatted for a few more minutes, asking Beth about her background, her schooling, what she liked to do outside of work. She kept her answers short, friendly but not too personal. She didn't mention that her "schooling" was a two-year degree from community college while she worked nights stocking shelves. She didn't mention that she had no hobbies anymore because moving to Boston had cleaned out her savings and she was living on ramen and hope.

After the introductions, Glen pulled up a chair next to Beth's desk. "Alright, let's talk about your first assignment. Nothing too crazy. We'll ease you in."

He opened a document on Beth's screen. "Financial services division runs thousands of transactions per day, everything from basic checking accounts to complex investment portfolios. The database is solid, been running for about fifteen years, but it's starting to show its age. Query times are slower than they used to be. Your job is to optimize the most common queries, make the system faster without breaking anything."

Beth leaned forward, scanning the document. It listed various database operations: deposits, withdrawals, balance checks, transaction histories. "How much slower are we talking?"

"Enough that clients are starting to notice. Nothing critical yet, but we want to get ahead of it. I'll give you read access to the production database, view only, obviously, and full access to the development copy so you can test improvements. Documentation is in the shared drive."

"Okay." Beth felt something click into place in her mind, that familiar feeling she got when a puzzle presented itself. "How much freedom do I have to experiment?"

"Plenty, as long as you're working in the development environment. Test whatever you want. Just document everything so we can review before pushing to production." Glen stood up. "Take the rest of today to familiarize yourself with the system. Poke around, get a feel for the architecture. Tomorrow we'll meet and you can show me what you're thinking."

After Glen left, Beth cracked her knuckles and dove in. The database documentation was extensive, with hundreds of pages describing tables, relationships, stored procedures, and indexes. She started reading, making notes, sketching out the data architecture on a notepad she found in her desk drawer.

The system was elegant in its complexity. Customer accounts linked to transaction records, which linked to audit logs, which linked to backup tables. Everything was redundant, everything logged, everything traceable. Whoever designed this had been thorough. Maybe paranoid, but in a good way.

Beth lost track of time. When she finally looked up, the sun had shifted and half the cubicles around her were empty. She checked her watch; it was almost five o'clock. People were packing up, heading for the elevators. She should probably go too.

But she wanted to run just one query first. Something simple, just to see the system respond.

She opened the database console and typed a basic SELECT statement, pulling a hundred random transaction records from the last week. She hit enter.

The results populated instantly. Transaction IDs, account numbers, amounts, timestamps. Everything clean and organized. Beth smiled. This was going to be interesting work.

She logged out, shut down her computer, and grabbed her tote bag. On her way to the elevator, she passed a woman in an expensive-looking suit, dark gray and perfectly tailored, who was still at her desk despite the late hour. The woman looked up as Beth passed, offering a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.

"Working late on your first day?" the woman asked.

"Just getting familiar with things," Beth said.

"Good attitude." The woman extended her hand. "Valerie Hendricks. I'm one of the senior managers for the financial services division."

Beth shook her hand, noting the strong grip, the expensive watch on Valerie's wrist. "Beth Callahan. I just started today."

"I know. I approved your hire." Valerie's smile widened slightly. "Glen speaks highly of your skills. I'm sure you'll do excellent work here."

"Thank you. I'll do my best."

"I'm sure you will." Valerie turned back to her computer, dismissing Beth with the gesture.

On the train home, Beth watched the city blur past the windows and felt something she hadn't felt in months: hope. She had a real job, with real benefits, doing work that mattered. Her dad would be proud.

She pulled out her phone and texted him: First day done. I think I'm going to like it here.

His response came back immediately: Knew you would. Love you, kiddo.

Beth smiled and tucked her phone away. Tomorrow she'd dig deeper into those database queries. Tomorrow she'd start proving she belonged here.








