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As Addie gave her condo a delayed-by-a-few-months spring cleaning, she thought about tomorrow. Monday, but not an ordinary Monday; a new week, a new job, a new company, and possibly a whole new life. The one she’d left behind on Friday had been fairly okay until she’d found Alex and Carrie in each other’s arms in Carrie’s office. 

Addie had had an ongoing debate with herself since that stupefying moment about whether she should have knocked on her boss’ closed door instead of rushing in with the good news and thus have been spared the sight of the two of them in a lip lock that had to have included the exchange of a disgusting quantity of bodily fluids. In her hurry to get away from her now former boyfriend and soon to be former boss, she’d slammed the door and forgotten why she’d gone in there in the first place. Oddly enough, the next time she’d come face to face with Carrie, Carrie didn’t seem to be any more interested in the reason than Addie. 

In the interim, moments after the defining moment, Addie had written her letter of resignation and carried it upstairs to the top floor, asked Camille, long time admin to Harvey Eichler, the president of Biolos, if she could see Harvey for about thirty seconds, then handed the president her letter. She knew Harvey didn’t know her from anyone else at the bottom of the company’s food chain, but he’d said what she imagined he said to everyone who interrupted him because they couldn’t be bothered to make an appointment. After thanking him for the opportunity to work for him and Biolos for the past almost five years, she’d returned to her desk, proud of herself for not mentioning that her boss was less than discreet. And on company time no less. 

Staring at her monitor, she’d wondered what in the name of nonsense she was going to do about another job. She had almost been able to hear Hannah’s voice and see her worried, widened eyes. Hannah, who was two floors away in Sales and completely unaware of what had just gone down... She’d known she needed to tell Hannah before someone else did, and retrieving her cell phone from the depths of her purse, she’d tapped out the basics. “Alex and Carrie making out in her office – I gave Harvey my 2 weeks”

After picking up the desk phone, she’d tapped Hannah’s four-digit extension and listened to the rings, hoping Hannah would pick up because she did not want to leave a message.

“Hannah Pace.”

Hannah had been her professional self, as usual. “Two things. I just sent you a somewhat surprising text, and yes, I know I have acted rashly. Can we have dinner tonight?”

“Okay, and yes, we can.”

“Don’t call me after you read it, all right? We’ll talk later.”

“Adeline Navan Fitzpatten, what did you do?” Hannah’s voice had been almost a whisper.

“Later, my friend.” She’d disconnected, then focused on her monitor. Well, she’d stared at it. There hadn’t been much focusing happening, and she’d known there probably wouldn’t be for the rest of the day. Maybe even for the next two weeks. Pfft. What was Carrie going to do if she caught her doing nothing more than looking busy? Fire her? 

When Addie’s phone had chirped with Alex’s specially assigned tone for which she had paid actual money because she’d thought he was worth it, she’d only been slightly curious about what he’d had to say for himself. It wasn’t what it looked like? She kissed me, I didn’t kiss her? Or the ever popular, it didn’t mean anything? She’d decided to check the message once she was at Emerson’s with Hannah for dinner, a nice glass of Prosecco in her hand. Maybe one for each hand. Meanwhile, she’d known she needed to find another place of employment. After opening an Incognito window, she’d gotten down to work, thankful she’d had her resumé saved in her personal email. Always plan ahead was one of her many mottos, and Friday had been only one more reminder of why mottos were vital.

Addie had reached Hannah’s Corolla in the lot before Hannah, possibly because she’d left five minutes before the official quitting time, and when she’d seen Hannah’s face, sympathy surrounding her like a cloud, she’d almost, almost, felt tears in her eyes, but she’d stood taller, reminding herself she was a super-strong-kick-butt woman, and super-strong-kick-butt women did not shed tears for losers or cheaters. They sent out three resumés on company time and drank celebratory Prosecco at dinner with their besties, then they went home and lit a candle in the hopes they heard very, very soon that somebody wanted to interview them. And hand them a much better and even more wonderful job.

“I want to give you a hug, but not here,” Hannah had said.

“I accept your virtual hug, and will wait for the real hug in Emerson’s parking lot after dinner.”

“Perfect. I’ll drive, then bring you back to get your car if you want.”

“Always the thoughtful one. I think I’d rather get my Civic away from this den of iniquity, except for your department and maybe a few others, so I’ll follow you.”

And she’d been fine at dinner, keeping it together while explaining everything she’d done from the moment of visual impact. Hannah had reached across the table, avoiding the multiple glasses of water and Prosecco and the basket of freshly baked rolls, and had said all the right words to make Addie feel better. And during the days that followed, hearing that two other people in the company had given their notice also made her feel better, in some weird, take-that-Biolos way. She didn’t know them well, and doubted their situations mirrored her own, but still it had made her feel better.

As she sprayed cleaner on her living room window, the fresh scent filling the room, she thought about her future, which would include no more communications from Alex since she’d deleted his contact info after blocking his number. She hadn’t even read his text, but had let Hannah delete it so she wouldn’t be either tempted or able to see it. She was proud of herself for moving on in every way, including impressing Harper Michaels, the HR department head at Neustadt, also conveniently located right in Banbury, Massachusetts, enough to hire her a scant one day after the hour-long interview. Oh, yes, she was on her way to bigger and better things. Not to mention her condo was now sparkling clean.
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As Jake keyed in the order on his laptop, glancing out his office window at the early morning June sunshine, he thought back to his first day at Neustadt when he’d been told there’d be a customer service rep assigned to him as soon as they hired one. A rep would take the orders and customer calls, leaving him free to focus on selling. Six months later, he was thankful he hadn’t held his breath waiting. As he sent the order to the shop manager’s email, Dylan strolled in, the usual extra-large coffee in hand.

“Want to hear the latest?” Dylan asked, then took a slow sip, grimacing.

Jake knew someday Dylan would realize the coffee from the shop down the street was too hot for human consumption and he’d take steps to avoid another mouth burn, but this wasn’t going to be the day. “Do I have a choice?”

“Friday I heard Harper say we have two new-hires starting today.”

Imagining one would be the long-awaited rep wasn’t worth wasting his time on. “Oh?”

“I got the names from Casey and did some investigating this weekend.”

Watching Dylan’s eyebrows rise and his mouth twist, Jake wondered if he needed to prod his friend for the results, probably garnered from social media. “Okay, Encyclopedia Brown, what did you track down?”

Dylan grinned. “I like that. One of them used to work with a buddy of mine at Biolos. Name’s something like Fitzpatrick. Maddie Fitzpatrick, and she’s someone to stay away from. A real barracuda. Doesn’t get along with anybody.”

“Harper hired this woman?”

Shrugging, Dylan said, “She must be good at her job. Either that or we’re desperate. Better hope she’s not your rep.” He shook his head. “And if she is, don’t ask if you can swap with me and have Kenley, because the answer’s no.”

“It’s Kenla, not Kenley.”

“Close enough.”

Not to Kenla, but trying to convince Dylan was a discussion he wasn’t up for today. Although Dylan’s “investigations” often resulted in questionable results, there was usually some truth to his findings, and he wondered how much of what he’d just heard was accurate. “Thanks for the update.”

Dylan saluted him with the cup, took another sip, and with another grimace, he left the office. Maddie Fitzpatrick? Wouldn’t that be outstanding, having a rep he couldn’t even have a friendly conversation with. Maybe she’d be polite to the customers at least. Or maybe she wasn’t even destined for him. Dylan had said there was a guy, too, but he hadn’t mentioned anything about him. Maybe that search had come up empty. And maybe Jake had wasted enough time speculating.

He tilted his head when he heard voices coming from the office to his right. The one that had been empty since the day he’d started at Neustadt, which had made him imagine they were saving it for his long-awaited rep’s arrival from wherever this person had been stashed. He could take a walk by the office and see what was up, or he could wait and see if what was up was brought to his door. 

Conquering his curiosity was one of his few strengths, and even though it had bitten him in the past and in a big way, he still knew idle curiosity was another waste of his time and energy. Looking up when he sensed someone in his doorway, he saw Harper, and behind the middle-aged woman, a much younger woman. When they both stepped into his office, he stood, remaining behind his desk, wondering if his moment in the sun had arrived at last, even if there was a caveat. And if Dylan had been correct. The new face had unmistakable Celtic characteristics, glossy dark hair, fair skin, rosy cheeks, and bright eyes. Nothing like Gemma. In fact, the opposite of Gemma, if looks could be considered opposite. “Morning, Harper.” He looked from the director to the other woman. 

Addie’s breath hitched and she wished she could lecture herself about calming the heck down because this was no time for her heart to be pounding like ocean waves on the beach in a category 5 hurricane. Yes, the man was handsome. And tall. And had great hair. And dressed nicely. But he was a colleague, and would only ever be a colleague. Possibly a friendly colleague, possibly even a friend after two or three years. But that was it. Maybe she was feeling unwanted and unappreciated and was definitely harboring feelings of rejection but that didn’t mean she needed to catalog the qualities of every man she saw, all the while wondering if each one was also prone to cheating on his significant other right in the middle of the workday. She swallowed and focused all senses only on Harper. 

“Adeline, this is Jake O’Regan. Jake, this is Adeline Fitzpatten. Adeline will be your customer service representative.”

He extended a hand over the desk and his new rep took it in a firm grip. “Nice to meet you, Adeline.” Adeline Fitzpatten? Maddie Fitzpatrick? Not all that close but Jake wondered if they could be one and the same.

“It’s nice to meet you, Jake. Call me Addie.” Her voice had actually sounded normal and she congratulated herself on her acting skills.

And Dylan might have a winner this time, even if he’d slightly mangled the name. Had to be her. She had a slight smile but didn’t seem to be beside herself with joy over their partnership.

“I’ll leave Addie with you, Jake, and you can show her the shop and everything else she needs to know.”

“Thank you, Harper.” Addie smiled at the woman before she left the office, then turned to face Jake O’Regan. Not technically her boss, but if she didn’t perform, he probably had the power to see she was removed from his presence and possibly the company. There was that 90-day trial period she needed to get through, so she’d better make it a point to impress him. What she was sure wouldn’t be happening was finding him the way she’d found her previous boss. And that was certainly worth something. “Are you ready now?”

“Ready for what?”

“Because I can wait until you’re ready.”

He walked around his desk, wondering if she was implying something he didn’t want implied. “I’m ready.”

“As am I.” She stepped aside and gestured for Jake to lead the way.

Imagining the look his Grandad would give him if he witnessed what he’d consider Jake’s lack of manners, he smiled to himself and preceded his rep out of his office. And so it begins. As they walked the length of the hallway, he remembered the old adage about being careful what you wished for.
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Addie didn’t think Jake looked all that excited about having the pleasure of a rep to show around today and “mentor”, per Harper Michaels. Maybe mentoring was not one of his preferred activities. Maybe she could mention she wasn’t all that crazy about knowing nothing about her new company other than what could be gleaned from the website. Then throw in that she was sorry to drag him away from his sales’ work to show around the newbie or whatever word he considered would suit the occasion. Albatross, maybe. Millstone. Burden to bear.

When Jake stopped at the elevator to tap the down button, he glanced at Addie, whose expression hadn’t changed for the better. The slight smile had been replaced by an absence of expression. The eyes were still bright, as if she were taking in everything she saw, and when her eyes lit on his for half a second, there was a slight upturn of the corners of her mouth. Maybe she was nervous. Or maybe she’d taken an instant dislike to him. It wouldn’t be the first time, but he’d developed a thick skin during his three decades on this Earth so one more non-fan wasn’t going to ruin his day. As long as the customers liked her, she did her job, and made his life easier by doing what the other reps did, he’d have nothing to complain about. “What do you know about Neustadt?” He questioned his own motives for goading her, but he couldn’t rid his mind of Dylan’s description of her.

“I know we make data loggers.”

He wasn’t sure if the “we” was presumptuous or confident. “We do make data loggers.” When he pulled open the door to the shop he stepped aside, not leaving her the option to wave him in first again. “I’ll show you a few of the stations.”

Addie stepped through the doorway and looked around at the expansive area with its high ceilings and smooth concrete floor. The shop was well-lit by both artificial and natural lighting from the many windows, and there were men and women at dozens of stations, all seated in what looked like comfortable chairs. She walked with Jake to the closest station and looked at what the man working there held in his hands, something she hoped she recognized. “Is that the CX-500? For shipping?”

Jake turned to face Addie. “You’ve done your homework.”

She nodded, relieved she’d guessed correctly. “I’d like to see the WLS-29 if I could.”

A particular favorite of his, the WLS-29. “Over here.”

“National parks would use these, but who else do we sell them to?”

“Orchards and vineyards use them. Storage facilities, too, to monitor humidity and temperature.”

She nodded, thinking about how much she had to learn about their products, but she knew she would enjoy it, and not only because she’d never ever ever catch her boss and soon-to-be-ex in flagranto cheato again. Because never ever ever would work and boyfriends happen in the same space again. It was her fresh start and she would make sure Neustadt and her job were everything she hoped for.

Jake imagined if she remembered everything he told her today, combined with what she’d learned from the website, because that had to be where she’d picked it up, she’d be as quick a study as Dylan had heard. “Let me show you the RM-17.”

“That’s for soil?”

“You got it.” She was three for three today. He’d have to work harder to stump her. 

Addie would go home tonight and study the website some more. Now that she was seeing the actual products being built, the names and purposes of the loggers would make even more sense. She walked beside Jake, who greeted many of the employees they passed, some of them eying her curiously, until they reached the other side of the shop.

“Can you guess what Rick is working on? Rick, this is Addie.”

“Hi, Rick.”

“Morning, Addie. You the new rep?”

News travelled fast. Unless new hires were noteworthy. “I am.” She looked at the object on the table in front of Rick but it didn’t look familiar. All the studying she’d done hadn’t been quite enough and she hated to admit she had no idea what it was.

“What do you think it is, Addie?” Jake leaned against the table, watching her face, then he glanced at a grinning Rick.

“Now is that fair, Jake?” Rick asked.

She could rattle off a few more product names but she knew they would be wrong. “I don’t know this one.”

Rick laughed. “That’s good. This is a prototype. The AQ-21.”

“Records air quality for schools, office buildings, restaurants, etcetera.”

“Museums?” Addie said.

Jake nodded. “Museums.”

“Good thinking,” Rick said. “Jake can really use someone like you.”

“Get back to work and finish that so I can sell them.” Jake gestured to the unit.

“You got it, boss.”

Addie could tell from the way the men grinned at each other they were friends, or at least respected each other. She knew she had much to learn about the politics of Neustadt, and who knew who and was related to whom, and she wished Hannah could be here to learn it all with her. She suppressed the feeling of loss at having had to give up Hannah because of Alex’s betrayal. 

“We’ll see a few more stations, then get back upstairs.”

“It was nice meeting you, Rick,” Addie said.

“Nice to meet you, too, Addie. Keep this guy in line if you can.”

As Jake brought her around to the rest of the work stations, every last one of them, she told herself not to get overwhelmed. This was her first day and she couldn’t expect to know all their products in just a few hours. She wasn’t in sales, she was a customer service rep. She’d been a rep for years, and she’d been good at it. Great, actually. And she’d be just as great for Neustadt.
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As Addie drove home, she thought about Biolos and what she’d left behind. Hannah was the toughest loss, but other than Hannah and a few work friendships which might fizzle out now that she’d left, plus a cubicle far from the windows that someone else could now enjoy, there was nothing. Despite the mock-ashamed puppy dog eyes Alex had shown her the day she’d been caught in the elevator when he’d come charging in after her, probably having stalked her, and he’d blah-blah-blah’d about regrets and sorry and other things she had no interest in hearing, she hadn’t wasted any words or time on him, and he hadn’t tried to speak to her again. 

She hadn’t expected her boss to admit to any wrong-doing and Carrie hadn’t. Addie practiced icy looks in the mirror at home and assumed what she imagined was a personality to match whenever she was around the woman, only meeting her eyes whenever necessary but always waiting for Carrie to speak first. It made Addie feel empowered somehow, even while she couldn’t help wondering how long Alex and Carrie had been together and how she hadn’t known something was going on. 

Now, more than two weeks after that unforgettable day, she was still working at not thinking of herself as stupid for not noticing. But she had a new job and had been able to work closely with Jake O’Regan for eight hours without any kind of conflict, so maybe it was a sign of good things to come. When her phone rang she tapped her steering wheel, smiling. “Hello, my friend.”

“How was your first day, Addie?” Hannah asked.

“I didn’t make a fool of myself.”

“What more could you ask for? I miss you, you know.”

“I miss you, too.”

“Do you like the people there?”

“They seem nice.”

“Any nice guys?”

“If you mean nice to work with, yes.”

“Not to date?”

“No dating. Not after...There is no way I am ever making that mistake again.”

“Is your boss a man or woman?”

“A man. George. He’s the head of Sales and Customer Service. And I’m working with one of the sales people. Also a man.”

“And they’re nice.”

“Yes. Niceness all over the place.” She knew what Hannah was doing. “It’s not going to happen. I learned that lesson. Maybe I should introduce you to some of them, once I find out who’s single, if you’re thinking someone should be dating one of them. Because it isn’t going to be me.”

Hannah laughed. “Fine. I’ll stop talking about it. Want to do dinner Saturday? We can talk about old times.”

“I’d love that.” She’d be ready for a dose of Hannah and all things familiar by then.

Jake made a right turn onto the long driveway, looking to see if everyone else was home at the compound, as Grandad called it. The three bears’ houses, as his sister called them; one too large, one too small, one just right. He reached the smallest of the three houses first, the one Grandad and Nana had called home ever since they and Jake had sold each other their homes when the couple decided they didn’t want the “big house” any longer. Penny had started in the house sized halfway between the two before she’d ever met Ethan, and they’d married around the time of the house exchange. Two years later Henry had been born, and Jake’s and Penny’s parents had started making noises about wanting to buy Jake’s house so they could be a stone’s throw from their grandson. Instead of ten minutes away on the other side of Banbury. 

Jake liked the big house, liked seeing the two other houses across the expanse of land, liked the privacy they had on the property’s seven acres, and he didn’t want to leave. His parents had moved three times in the past ten years and he didn’t imagine they’d finally settle down even if they lived in Grandad’s compound. He felt a twinge of guilt every time the subject of him moving came up, but it wasn’t enough of a twinge to make him decide to sell to them. He enjoyed seeing his grandparents out in their rocking chairs or in the yard, knowing he was lucky they were so close, and seeing Henry, somehow already five years old, brought him a joy he’d never experienced. He loved that little guy, and would feel a real sense of loss if he couldn’t look out and see him with Penny or Ethan, playing on his swing set or in the yard with his trucks. 

Love and marriage... His reality was it would be a long, long time before he found someone he wanted to spend his life with, someone to have kids with. Someone who wouldn’t cheat on him with a colleague in the same office. It had been six months, more than six months, and it still felt almost like a shooting pain whenever he made the mistake of thinking about Gemma and Ken. But what was the point of rehashing it? She hadn’t been the one and his time was too valuable to waste still thinking about her.
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Addie felt the days of her first week at Neustadt, taken individually, had seemed to fly past, but the week had felt long. After starting her car at the end of every day she’d shut off the radio, unable to take any more mental stimulation, even for the short fifteen-minute ride to her condo. 

Once she was in the kitchen to start her dinner prep, she was ready for iTunes to help her digest what she’d learned and begin the unwinding process. There was just so much to learn, as there was with any new job, and she was determined not to give Jake O’Regan any reason to complain. He seemed to know everything about everything and hadn’t minded her asking questions when she needed clarification. Fortunately. She’d worked with a few people in the past who’d seen questions as a threat and had treated her with distrust, as if they thought she was trying to steal their jobs. 

After dinner she called her sister for the weekly update.

“Hi, Addie. How’s your new job?”

“Oh, you know. I pretended to know what I’m doing and they didn’t fire me, so it’s good.”

“Do you like it?”

“I do. The people have been helpful and nice.”

“That’s vital, right?”

“It surely is. Enough about me. What’s the latest with you?”

“We locked in our venue.”

“Melanie, that’s great. Which one did you go with?”

“Banbury Village. In that beautiful barn. Molly Harris does the bookings and she called me because she had a cancellation. We’re getting married on December 18th.”

“Wow. Only six months from now. But no pressure, right?” Addie grinned when Melanie laughed.

“Right. Not even the tiniest speck of stress.”

“Brooke and I will do whatever you need us to do, okay? Try to keep your stress at a low level.”

“I will. Ryan will help, too. He’s always so calm.”

Addie hadn’t had personal experience, but she’d heard from friends who’d been through wedding planning that even the calmest of husbands-to-be were challenged by the mounting stress. But Ryan Cooke was pretty laid back, and should be able to deal and keep Melanie calm at the same time. “He is. You’re both lucky to have found each other. But he’s a little luckier than you.”

Melanie laughed. “You would say that. What are you doing this weekend?”

Addie looked around at her kitchen and living room. “Not much. Just trying to absorb everything I learned this week.”

“Are you still reading with the kids at the library?”

“Yes.” She glanced out the window at the setting sun. “If they come. Now that summer’s officially here, they’ve kind of lost interest in reading, which I get. Who wouldn’t rather be at the beach than sitting in an old library?”

“You have a point. Listen, I have to get going. Talk to you in a few days.”

“Say hi to Ryan for me. And congrats on securing Banbury’s barn.”

“I’m getting married in a barn.” Melanie laughed. “Imagine that.”

“It will be beautiful.”

“I know. When Ryan took me to the Valentines’ Day dance there it was gorgeous. I love that place with the twinkly lights and the great acoustics and just the feel of it.”

Addie heard her sister sigh and she smiled, picturing how it would be decorated for the wedding. “It’s perfect. Have a good night.”

After they disconnected Addie thought about Ryan proposing to Melanie at the Valentines’ dance and how her sister had been lucky enough to book it for their December wedding. The romance of it all... When thoughts of the wedding she and Alex would never have forced their way into her mind, she grabbed her purse and headed out for a ride. It was better than staring at the walls.

Opening all the car windows to let in the warm night air, she drove slowly along the back roads of Banbury. She decided they were nice enough but not quite doing it for her, and headed for Gull Wing, her favorite beach in town. At this time of day it would be quiet, and possibly even silent, since the sun was down and the stars were coming out. By the time she turned left into the paved parking lot, it had become dark and her Civic was the only car in the lot. Good. She’d wanted it to be quiet. 

Easing up to the row of boulders, three or four feet in diameter and dividing the parking area from the beach, she shut off the car and the lights and took a slow, easy breath to inhale the salt-scented air. She loved living in Banbury with its miles of beaches. It had been a while since she’d sat at a beach like this, alone. Alex hadn’t ever seen the point of sitting in a car just to watch the waves, and he’d never gone along with her idea of a beach at night since if he couldn’t see the waves, what was the point? She’d wondered why it hadn’t ever been enough for him to hear the waves and smell the air. It was just one more thing they hadn’t agreed on. Maybe she should have paid more attention to the list of things they hadn’t had in common. Maybe she should have noticed he really didn’t share many of her likes. And vice versa. 

But what was the point of rehashing all that now because she was finished with him? Well, she was finished with him, but maybe there really was a point. Maybe the next time she began a relationship she needed to pay closer attention to all the things she and the man did not have in common before she handed him her heart. 

Even if there would be no new relationship for a good long time since she was nowhere near ready to take that risk again. She hoped by the time she was, she’d remember her new-found wisdom. Maybe she should send herself a recurring email reminder. Noticing a flash of light in her rear-view mirror, she turned and saw another car pulling in and frowned at the intrusion before telling herself not to be so selfish. There was an entire parking lot here and the last time she checked, she didn’t own this beach.
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