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Michelle tossed the book to the foot of the bed, turned off the light, and rolled over, once again disappointed. She knew she shouldn’t expect award-winning literature if she kept reading trash. The cover, featuring a muscular, shirtless man holding a distressed woman, mocked her. But it was her guilty pleasure, silly romance books. Lately, though, every story seemed to fall short of that one thrilling moment she longed for. 

Her husband, Randal, was snoring softly beside her. With the anti-climactic ending of her book, she desired more. She nudged Randal, and he stopped snoring. She moved closer to him and softly kissed him. He was only half awake, but he started to kiss her back. She gently ran her hand over his chest. That woke him fully, but when he realized what she was doing, he suddenly sat up. 

“Seriously, Michelle?” he scolded. “It’s the middle of the night!”

He sighed loudly, then rolled over, turning his back to her. She sat there, stunned. He had rejected her again. He had barely touched her in months. That was all she wanted, just a little excitement in her life. But her husband had no interest in sharing that with her. She understood why. How could she possibly turn anyone on anymore? She was a mother of three, married for over 25 years, and worked as an accountant. Her adrenaline could be used as a sleep aid. Her life couldn’t get any more boring or plainer. She felt invisible to the world, just another person going through the motions of life, with the sole purpose of making sure everyone else was taken care of before her. 

She stared at the ceiling, considering her life. It wasn’t the first time that month, or even that year. Maybe she was kidding herself. She was too old to expect anything different. But she didn’t want to just accept that, at her age—yes, slightly past her prime—she was supposed to stay quiet and live out her days. A very small voice told her no. Another told that voice to shut up and be a good mother and wife. (That one sounded very much like Randal.) The truth was, she didn’t know how to be anything else. 

Randal was now snoring loudly beside her. She sighed, put on her headphones, and started her playlist. But the louder she played the music, the louder he seemed to snore. It was as if he were trying to add an unrhythmic bass to her listening. Michelle nudged him. He snorted, coughed, then settled right back into the rumbling. Michelle sighed, grabbed her favorite pillows, and headed to the den. The sofa may be lumpy, but at least it was quiet. 

Except it wasn’t unoccupied. She found her dog, Davey, had already claimed it. Michelle tried to push him off, but only succeeded briefly. Just as she got comfortable, Davey decided it was cuddle time, jumped back up, and lay half his sixty pounds across her. She was stuck in an awkward position for the night. At least he didn’t snore.

“Why do you keep reading that rubbish?” Julie asked when she saw her friend's latest literary choice. Although it was new, it told the same story — only now the character was a cowboy instead of a millionaire or a fireman. 

“Because, sadly, it’s more interesting than my own life,” Michelle admitted.

They sat together at a small table in the coffee shop. It was Saturday afternoon. The kids were all out with friends, and Randal was playing his first round of golf the season. 

“I know my life is lame,” Michelle continued. “And I probably shouldn’t criticize, but I don’t understand how these books keep missing genuine passion. You know, the kind where they’d almost die to be together.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t expect a steak if you keep going to McDonald's,” Julie pointed out. “What’s the point of reading those books if you don’t enjoy them?”

Michelle blushed and shyly looked away. Julie shook her head. She understood. Michelle was “lonely”.

“So, Randal isn’t rocking your world these days?” Julie inquired. 

“Don’t make fun of me,” Michelle protested.

“I wasn’t. I’m genuinely concerned for you,” Julie replied.

“Have you ever had a dog?” Michelle said, trying to steer the conversation away from herself. 

“No,” Julie confirmed. “Why do you ask?”

“My dog barks in his sleep?” Michelle said. “Is that weird? I’ve never had a dog before, so I don’t know. Is it weird that my dog sleep-barks?”

“Are you seriously asking me about dogs’ sleeping habits?” Julie asked.

“Well, yeah,” Michelle shrugged. She had thought it was interesting. Sleep barking would suggest her dog was dreaming, which made Michelle wonder what a dog might dream about... She sighed and realized she needed to reevaluate her standards for what counted as “interesting”.

“You need to make your life more exciting,” Julie insisted, frustration evident. “You’ve paid your dues! Your kids are nearly adults, and you’ve spent twenty-five years caring for your family. It’s your turn to enjoy yourself.”

“Exciting?” Michelle repeated, her eyebrows raised. “I’m not even sure what the definition of exciting is anymore.”

“You need to think about it,” Julie persisted. “You used to be so much fun before marriage.”

“I’m almost fifty, work as an accountant, and have three kids, a dog, and a husband,” Michelle protested. “The definition of exciting stopped applying to me decades ago.”

“Interesting, how you listed the husband last,” Julie observed. Michelle sighed.

Yes, she listed the husband last. Things had been plain for years. They certainly weren’t the twenty-year-olds who had fallen in love, making out in parked cars or on isolated beaches. Their spirits were tired, their bodies worn, and their desires extinguished. Michelle missed the reckless days of their youth, when they weren’t arguing over who left the kitchen lights on overnight or who messed up the bedroom.

Julie divorced her husband the previous year, after their youngest child moved out. She was happy now, living life on her own terms. Michelle thought divorce was a bit extreme. Yes, her marriage felt more like a roommate arrangement, but was divorce really a reasonable solution? It seemed like too much effort. 

“You need to have an affair!” Julie concluded. 

“Um, that’s a no,” Michelle replied quickly, frowning at her friend. 

Sure, Julie was enjoying the thrill of several men chasing her, and she was free to do so. Michelle wasn’t free, and she wasn’t even sure how she would meet a man, even if she was single. Julie had also rediscovered the elegant woman look. She was graceful and always dressed to impress. She was the type of woman who turned heads despite her age. Michelle wore comfortable shoes, and her makeup consisted only of foundation and mascara. The biggest effort she made was straightening her hair each morning. And Michelle had never been graceful. 

“Then write your own story,” Julie said casually, sipping her coffee. “You used to write in high school all the time, and it was awesome. You wanted to be a writer, travel the world, and become famous.”

“That was decades ago and my adolescent dream,” Michelle sighed. Yes, she loved writing poetry in high school. But other than being published in the school paper (it helped that she was the editor) and in a small local magazine, she never pursued it. 

“So?” Julie shrugged. “I’m not saying you need to get published or anything. But maybe it would be a good outlet. You can write the ending you want for those silly books you keep getting frustrated about. Besides, I always loved reading your stuff. Do it for me."

“It’s better than your other idea of having an affair,” Michelle replied, unconvinced. 

They spent nearly two hours chatting and catching up. Their conversation covered almost anything (except dog sleep-barking), and Michelle realized she was delaying her trip home. Eventually, it was too close to dinner time, and she needed to leave. After a quick stop at the grocery store, Michelle arrived home to prepare an uninspired meal. Her children often complained about the choice but never offered helpful suggestions. When asked what they wanted for dinner, their usual reply was “something good,” yet they rejected any option Michelle suggested. She eventually stopped asking, accepting the complaints and the occasional compliment instead. Randal knew better than to complain. Although Michelle felt a maternal duty to keep providing food for her children, despite their ability to look after themselves, Randal understood that didn’t extend to him. When he criticized, he was quickly reminded that he could get his own dinner, as his plate landed in the trash. Fortunately, Randal learned from his mistake, and their table settings remained safe from further abuse.

After dinner, Michelle found herself alone in the kitchen, cleaning. When she saw Randal hovering near the door, she asked if he could help. Disgruntled, he grabbed a dish towel and started drying.

“I’m exhausted,” Randal objected. “It’s been a rough week at work.”

“Just because you make more money than I do doesn’t mean I work any less hard than you do,” Michelle mumbled, frustrated.

“Yes, you work hard too,” Randal replied in a condescending tone. “Dinner was nice this evening, thank you.”

Then he kissed the top of her head, put the towel back on the counter, and walked out of the room. Michelle watched him leave, speechless; he had dried only one pot.

The bedtime routine was similar to the previous nights. Randal was already snoring loudly by the time she got to bed. She grabbed her pillows and headed down to the sofa. Davey climbed up beside her and began to lick her hand. Michelle realized that the dog was the family member who showed her the most affection. 

Michelle sighed and tried to imagine her life as anything other than what it was. She loved her family, but she felt neglected and taken advantage of. She began to imagine she wasn’t an almost fifty-year-old mother with three kids, a dog, and a husband (maybe she should start by listing the dog first). 

She pictured herself as an early-thirties, successful businesswoman, still single because all her attention had gone to her career. Her career was in the marketing department of a high-end clothing company. She traveled frequently around the world and was highly respected. Her name was Selena Goldman, and she owned a beautiful condo in the city, had a closet full of the most expensive brand-name clothes, and dined out every night. Somehow, she managed to keep a perfect figure despite always dining out or attending parties with plenty of wine. 

Michelle laughed at herself. Selena could lead an exciting life. She would be elegant and confident, not socially awkward and clumsy like Michelle. But she realized she hadn’t given Selena a romantic interest and had been more focused on the tidy home and the meals she didn’t need to cook. Disappointed in her lack of imagination, she wondered what kind of love could entice Selena to give up everything she had worked for. Could Selena really have a love story? Or was she too content with her current life? It was a very clean condo, and the food was always lovely and, apparently, calorie-free. Sigh.

Michelle fell asleep, dreaming of being an advertising executive with a clean condo in the city. 

At work the next day, three emails arrived in Michelle’s inbox almost simultaneously. Three of the four partners were requesting her help with urgent projects due by the end of the day. Sighing, she began reading the requirements. Finishing each project would keep her in the office until at least six at night. She examined the tasks, knowing she wouldn't have time for lunch if she wanted to get home before dinner. The partners were aware they were short-staffed, but she thought that if she complained, she might be the next to be dismissed. Although Randal earned a good income, they still relied on her salary, especially with three kids expected to be in university soon. 

Michelle allowed herself one quick coffee break, during which she stuffed most of a granola bar into her mouth. She was in the lunchroom, waiting for her coffee to brew, chewing her oversized bite. She had her earphones on with her music playing. A habit she started to drown out the office noise and get her work done without distraction. She hadn’t heard Andrew Archer, the fourth partner who hadn’t assigned her any tasks that day, enter the lunchroom. She turned and almost ran right into him. 

“Shit!” she swore before she could stop herself. She looked up, saw who it was, and turned red with embarrassment. “I’m sorry,” she said, pulling off her earphones, still with a mouthful of granola. 

“Nothing to apologize for,” Andrew replied with a slight laugh. “I’m sorry for sneaking up on you.”

Michelle thought she would die of embarrassment and quickly headed back to her desk, cursing herself for her lack of grace. 

The day passed quickly as she kept working through her tasks. She was pleased to find she was almost finished and that it was only four o'clock. She looked up from her computer and was startled again by Andrew, who was standing next to her desk. 

“Fuck,” she yelled before she could stop herself. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack today?” Then she realized what she’d said and to whom, and her face turned red.  

“I hope not! We’re already short-staffed,” he said, laughing. “Next time I’ll wear bells.”  

“I’m sorry!” she said quickly. “I was just so focused.” Michelle frowned, embarrassed again, but he quickly turned serious. 

“I know it’s almost the end of the day, but I really need help with something.”

Michelle was about to protest, but Andrew was the only one of the four partners polite enough to ask in person. Though he turned on the charm and seemed to know how good-looking he was. Michelle had heard stories about him being a player, even dating several Hollywood actresses and being mentioned in the tabloids. Once, he was referred to as the “hot accountant.” Michelle could only imagine how that would have fed his ego.

“I have an important client,” he explained. “I need to get these filings done for him by tomorrow. I’m sorry. I’ve been swamped. It’s my fault this is last-minute. I dropped the ball. If you can save me, I will be forever grateful.”

“Careful with that promise,” Michelle replied. “I’m pretty healthy, ‘forever’ could be a while.”  

Andrew laughed. She wasn’t trying to be funny; she wanted to sound sarcastic so he knew how fake his gratitude sounded. He turned his laptop towards her so she could see the screen. She noticed the name at the top of the file, Miguel Santas. Yes, he was an important client—a very wealthy movie producer and a close friend of Andrew’s (hence the long list of Hollywood actresses he had been with). She had worked on this file before and knew it was important to Andrew. What Andrew needed would take about an hour, but it was more urgent than the other requests. 

“Send me the files,” she confirmed, with a sigh.

“You’re the best,” Andrew said as he began typing on his computer, forwarding the required work to her. 

“Just remember that come bonus time,” Michelle replied, only half joking.

“Always,” Andrew said with his charming grin. He thanked her again and left.

Michelle shook her head. Other women in the office giggled about him over coffee, but she just wanted to get her work done and get paid. She started the new assignment and noticed an error in one of the filings. Fixing it would take more time. When she was finished, it was already well past five o'clock; her commute home would get her there after six. She still had other work to complete, but she decided to finish it at home after dinner. 

Michelle walked into her house and found her teenagers sitting in the den. The TV was on, but each had their headphones on and was watching either their tablet or phone. Randal was in his office, but he wasn’t working; she noticed he had an online casino site open. She knew he often visited the site. He promised he wasn’t playing for real money. 

“When’s dinner?” Randal called to her as she passed by his door.

Michelle turned and looked at him, speechless. She didn’t often work late, but she couldn’t believe that four (more or less) adults would be sitting around hungry waiting for her to come home to make dinner for them. She was furious. She wanted just one day when she would come home to a home-cooked meal waiting for her. If she wasn’t the one cooking, the only options the rest of the family seemed capable of were to order pizza or go out for burgers. 

“Actually, I still have work to do,” she replied.  

“I’ll order a pizza then?” he offered without looking up from his screen.

Michelle paused. She wanted to ask why he hadn’t thought to do that an hour earlier, but at least he seemed to realize she needed help. 

“One with extra olives for you?” he said. 

“That would be nice, thanks,” Michelle replied with a smile. He was actually paying her attention. His work usually kept him so busy that he didn’t pay much attention to what happened at home or to her. She felt a small sense of appreciation. She wondered if there was an opportunity for intimacy that night. 

Michelle was settling down at the kitchen table to finish her work. She was starving because she had skipped lunch, but she could hear Randal placing the order. Suddenly, she heard a loud crash and her younger daughter, Amie, yelling in pain. Michelle got up quickly to see what had happened.

Amie was sitting on the floor at the bottom of the stairs, holding her ankle, crying. 

“What happened?” Michelle asked, panicked.

“I missed the last step,” Amie said through her tears. “I felt something snap. Mom, it hurts so badly!” 

“OK, just breathe,” Michelle said as she tried to figure out what to do. “You really are your mother’s child,” she muttered under her breath.

Amie's twin brother, Adian, was quickly at their side, unsure whether it was too early to laugh at his sister. Michelle instructed him to find the first-aid kit. Then she called for Randal. It took several howlers, but he eventually responded. Once they had Amie’s ankle splinted, Randal helped Amie to the car, and they were on their way to the hospital. After a three-hour wait, it was confirmed there was a small fracture that needed to be cast. After another two hours of waiting, they finally left the hospital with Amie, miserable in a cast and on crutches, and Michelle, exhausted and almost starved to death. It was midnight when she got home. The unfinished work forgotten, she collapsed into bed, too tired to be bothered by Randal’s snoring. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


Michelle woke with a start, realizing she had forgotten the unfinished files for the partner, Bruce. She saw it was six AM. She quickly showered and dressed, grabbed several granola bars, and headed to the office early. 

She was the first to arrive and immediately began working on the previous day's assignment. She was just about to submit the completed work when she found Bruce at her desk. 

“My work didn’t get done yesterday,” Bruce scolded. 

“I’m sending it right now,” Michelle said quickly. “It will still be in before the workday starts.”

“That’s not really your call,” Bruce replied harshly. “If I give you something, I expect it completed within the requested timeframe.”

“I’m sorry. I had to juggle several priorities yesterday,” Michelle tried to explain, but was interrupted. 

“Still unacceptable. It will be reflected in your bonus,” Bruce said loudly, so anyone else in the office could hear. She was close to tears, but then she heard Andrew's voice behind Bruce.

“I had a filing deadline for Miguel Santas,” he said. “Michelle was kind enough to ensure it went through on time and correctly.”

It was a bold move. Although they were both partners, Bruce had seniority over Andrew. However, Andrew’s client was much more important than Bruce’s, and Andrew knew that, as did Bruce.

“If your client incurred any late-filing penalty, I’ll be happy to cover it personally,” Andrew offered to Bruce.

“It wasn’t anything that would result in a penalty,” Michelle replied, before realizing she should probably keep her mouth shut. 

“I just don’t want my clients to think they’re not getting the same quality of service as yours,” Bruce frowned, then walked away.

“I’m sorry,” Andrew said to Michelle. “You should have said something. I wouldn’t have asked you to help.”

“Your work was more urgent,” Michelle replied. “His could have waited a week. I would have gotten it done yesterday, but I had to take my daughter to the hospital.” 

She wasn’t sure why she wanted to tell him that. She was oversharing, a bad habit she had, but for some reason she didn’t want him to think she wasn’t capable. 

“Oh god,” Andrew gasped. “Is she ok?”

“She fell and broke her ankle.” 

“I’m glad it wasn’t more serious. Thank you again for all that you do,” Andrew said, flashing her another of his handsome grins before he left her to her work. He seemed sincere, and it felt good to have someone say thank you. Michelle realized she was blushing.

Michelle discovered she was skilled enough at her job to focus on the numbers while daydreaming. Maybe it was a survival instinct, but she found herself thinking about Selena. She imagined Selena at work, but as the boss, she never belittled her staff. 

One day, Selena is introduced to a new Vice President the company had hired for distribution. As the head of advertising, Selena would work closely with the new VP. When Selena meets the newcomer, she sees he’s handsome, maybe only a couple of years older than her, and not wearing a wedding ring. Though that didn’t confirm he was unmarried. But she wasn’t sure why she wanted to have that kind of hope. He introduced himself as Anders.

Michelle suddenly snapped out of her daydream, stunned. She couldn’t believe what the name she had chosen implied. Yes, Andrew was a handsome man, probably her age, and he took good care of his body. But she felt ashamed even to think of him that way. She quickly refocused on her work, though not before wondering whether Andrew was single. 

As Michelle was packing up for the day, she saw Andrew approaching. She frowned unintentionally, and he paused in his steps.

“I’m not here to give you more work,” he said defensively.

“I’m sorry,” Michelle replied quickly. “I’m just tired.”

“I can’t even imagine,” he replied. “I just wanted to say that if you need to stay home and work remotely for a few days to help with your daughter, feel free to do so.”

“Thank you,” Michelle replied. It would be a tremendous help, as Amie was refusing to ride the bus to school while on crutches. Missing one day was fine, but she couldn’t stay home for the whole month as she healed. 

“But I don’t think Bruce would approve,” she said sadly.

“It’s taken care of,” Andrew reassured her. “Work from home for the rest of the week, then let me know how it’s going and whether you need more time.”

“Thank you,” she said, and she was truly grateful. 

When Michelle arrived home, she found the house erupting. Amie was in her bedroom, demanding food and attention. Adian was happily tormenting her, and the oldest, Fiona, was blasting music to drown out her siblings’ fighting. Randal was once again at his computer on a gaming site. He had noise-canceling headphones on and didn’t notice Michelle’s arrival. 

Michelle headed to Fiona’s speaker first and turned it down. Then she went to the kitchen to see what dinner options were available. There wasn’t anything. She hadn’t been able to go shopping for a few days, and she was too exhausted to go now. She was annoyed that no one else had tried to figure out dinner. Since they left before the pizza arrived the day before, there were a lot of slices left over. Michelle grinned. The leftovers were mostly from the olive pizza. She pulled out a cold slice and took a bite. 

“What’s for dinner?” Fiona asked as she entered, carrying her speaker, but now at a reasonable volume. 

“Whatever you can find in the fridge,” Michelle sighed. 

“What do you mean?” Fiona asked, confused. “There’s like nothing in the fridge.”

“I noticed,” Michelle replied. She was trying not to get angry. It wasn’t Fiona’s fault that Michelle had allowed this behavior to continue for so long.

“What’s for dinner?” Randal asked as he entered the kitchen.

“Mom says whatever’s in the fridge,” Fiona repeated, confused.

Michelle glanced at both of them, then grabbed another slice of cold pizza and slid the box across the counter towards them. They stared at her in shock as she turned and walked away. She couldn’t quite understand why she felt so angry. Maybe it was because she was tired of being taken for granted. Work and home were the same. Everyone expected her to do everything without any appreciation. But at home, there was no monetary incentive to tolerate being walked all over. She noticed she was becoming more sarcastic and confrontational, as if she were slowly waking from a deep slumber she hadn’t known she was in. Michelle realized that Julie was getting into her head.

She went to her bedroom and sank into the recliner, nibbling the last piece of her slice. Suddenly, she noticed her old laptop tucked behind her nightstand in the corner. She slowly got up and picked it up, but it didn’t turn on. It took her a moment to find the charging cord. While waiting for the laptop to charge, she began to wonder what Selena's next move might be. Eventually, the laptop powered up. She turned it on and started typing. 

Selena couldn’t help but notice Andres’ defined arms beneath his shirt. It was distracting her as she tried to listen to him describe his new distribution strategy for the spring line. He had a grand plan and was already asking her to recommend advertising ideas. She liked what he was suggesting—a new southern-style line that deserved the right setting for its ads. She suggested staging a shoot in Texas. Andres agreed immediately, and Selena confirmed she would start drafting storyboards and making arrangements. Andres wanted to be on site to help. Selena froze; she wasn’t sure she wanted him there. Not because she thought he would interfere, but because he was too distracting. 

Although it was helpful to be at home for the rest of the week as Amie adjusted to her restricted mobility, Michelle felt even more exhausted. For some reason, it was assumed that since she was working from home, she had extra time on her hands. On top of her eight-hour workday, she was asked to run everyone’s laundry, taxi the twins to and from school (Amie was still refusing to take the bus), and run to the grocery store during her lunch break so she could cook dinner once Randal was home. She worried that the Partners would think she was slacking off while she wasn’t visible in the office, but Andrew continued to thank her for her hard work and encouraged her to take breaks if she needed them. 

By the weekend, all Michelle wanted was to rest, but Randal was out golfing again, leaving her once more alone with the chores and the children's demands. She wasn’t sure why she had expected anything different. Frustrated, she pulled out her laptop and began typing. 

Selena sat at her desk, reviewing the mock-ups for the ad campaign. Everything was planned; they would leave in the morning for the location and stay for five days to finish all the photography and filming. She knew it was a tight timetable, but she was confident. She was the best and could drive the project to completion under budget.

There was a soft knock on her office door, and a moment later, Andres let himself in without invitation. Despite his good looks, Selena thought he was arrogant. Walking into her office uninvited was just one of many actions that had been irritating her since he started two weeks ago. 

“You should be at home. We have an early start tomorrow,” he advised when he saw her. 

This bothered her. She didn’t report to him. They were on the same level. If seniority were taken into account, she would outrank him.

“What about you?” she replied coldly. “You’re on the same flight as I am.” 

It doesn’t matter how much sleep I get; it doesn’t help my beauty,” he joked, but Selena suspected he knew exactly how attractive he was. 

“Are you suggesting I need beauty sleep?” she snapped back. He was trying to draw her in with a flirtatious remark, but she wasn’t going to fall for it.

“Not in the slightest,” he replied with a wink. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

He gave her one of his most charming smiles and left. Selena was frustrated; he made her lose focus, and she didn’t like that he did that to her. She wanted to be in control; in fact, she needed to be in control. That had been the secret to her success. She made sure she had control over every aspect of her life, especially at work. But finding someone attractive was a distraction, and she rejected and suppressed her feelings of attraction.  

She started packing her computer bag, tossing various items in, and rushed out. But just as she was walking out of the elevator on the ground floor, she realized her bag felt too light. She looked and saw she had left her laptop on her desk. She quickly got back in the elevator and pressed the button, now even more frustrated, knowing she had made the mistake only because she was distracted. 

The doors opened on her floor, and she started to rush out, but as she stepped out of the elevator, she ran directly into Andres, who was trying to get in. She almost tripped, and he quickly grabbed her around the waist to steady her.

“Oh god, I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you’d left.”

He made sure she was steady, then started to release her, except that one hand gently lingered on her back. 

“I forgot my laptop,” Selena said. 

She was flustered and confused. She could feel the heat of his hand through her thin blouse. Even though he barely touched her, she was acutely aware of his contact. For a moment, he stared at her, and Selena felt trapped in his gaze. With him so close, she felt as if her body were unconsciously drawn to him. Then he stepped back, and the moment ended—the heat disappeared, and she saw him again as the annoying colleague who distracted her. 

“I won’t get in your way again,” he said, grinning. “Good night, Selena.”

He stepped into the elevator, and Selena realized she was disappointed. 

At the follow-up appointment, Amie was approved for a walking boot. Although she still called it a terrible fashion statement, she seemed relieved to no longer need crutches. Michelle was even more relieved, as it meant she could return to her normal routine. However, her routine consisted only of waking up, going to work, coming home, making dinner, cleaning, and then going to bed. Now, bedtime was delayed each night. After the dinner dishes were cleared away, Michelle would take her computer, settle onto the sofa, and continue her writing. Most nights, Davey would join her, resting his head on her legs, watching her, wondering when she would finally go to sleep. 

“Late night?” Andrew said as he caught Michelle yawning at her desk.

He had startled Michelle again. She hadn’t realized he was approaching, and he had caught her mid-yawn, a yawn she would have suppressed better if she had known someone was watching her. 

“Somewhat,” Michelle confirmed. “How can I help you?”

“I have another favor to ask of you,” Andrew said.

“It’s not really a favor when you are paying me to be here,” Michelle stated, and Andrew laughed. She hadn’t meant it as a joke; she was only stating a fact.

“True,” he grinned. “You’re funny, Michelle. I like that.”

“I wasn’t trying to be,” Michelle confessed, confused.

“I know,” Andrew laughed again. “That’s what makes it funny.”

“So, what is this favor you need?” she asked.

“More for Miguel,” Andrew said. “If you have too much on your plate, let me know, and I’ll find someone else.”

She did have too much on her plate, but she also knew the account inside and out and didn’t trust anyone else with it. Mr. Santas was too important to have his work handled by an intern or junior. 

“I’ll take care of it,” Michell confirmed. 

Due to the unexpected increase in her workload, Michelle was stuck at the office late again. She sent a message to the family explaining the delay, but no one acknowledged it. It was after six when she sent the completed work back to Andrew. Just as she stepped into the elevator, Andrew was at her side. 

“Thank you,” he said as he offered to let her enter the elevator first. “I appreciate that you got that done for me. I’m sorry you are late getting home.”

“It’s OK,” Michelle responded. She wasn’t sure it would be. She could already foresee what she was going home to.

“It really isn’t,” he replied. “I know we’re short-staffed. I promise I’ll keep pressing the other partners to hire more people.”

They reached the ground floor, and Andrew wished her a good night. Michelle watched him go. He looked good, even as he left. She cursed herself for the thought and turned to leave. But then she noticed a woman approaching Andrew. She was tall, with long, shiny dark hair, and wasn’t yet thirty. She threw herself into Andrew's arms and landed a long kiss on his lips. Michelle shook her head involuntarily as she kept walking out, but then she noticed Andrew had seen her reaction. He seemed slightly embarrassed by the encounter. 

Michelle was surprised to see that, as she drove home, the family had responded to her text about her running late. Of course, the replies asked what was for dinner. She sighed and placed a pickup order at a rotisserie chicken restaurant she would pass on her way home. When she got home, she found everyone in their usual spots on various pieces of furniture. Music was playing in the den, competing with a video game livestream on the TV. Randal was at his desk in his office. The screen was positioned so Michelle couldn’t see what he was doing, but he looked frustrated. She assumed it was work-related. 

She set the food onto the kitchen table and had barely announced dinner when she was surrounded by hungry offsprings. There was a chaos of activity as the meal was quickly scooped onto their plates. 

“How was your day, Mom?” Fiona asked as she took a seat at the table. The question caught Michelle so off guard that she almost didn’t realize it had been asked. 

“Pretty busy,” Michelle responded. “But at least one of the partners admits we are understaffed now. Maybe we will get more help soon.”

“You do work too hard,” Fiona responded.  “But you set a great example for us.”

Now Michelle was suspicious. Fiona had never been that attentive to her parents' professional careers. There was something she wanted, and Michelle knew the ask would come in the next thing she said. 

“I have something to tell you,” Fiona said, now timid. “I got a job.”

Michelle’s initial reaction was to praise her, but Fiona said it in a way that suggested she expected them to object. 

“It’s an interim position with a film company,” Fiona said. 

“But that’s good!” Michelle praised. “Why are you acting so strangely about it?”

“It doesn’t pay,” Fiona replied. “And it’s full-time, so I want to delay starting university.”

There it was. Michelle was happy for Fiona
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