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			To Cathie and John

			Forty years plus and counting. You inspire me and I love you.
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			Susana slid the business card out of the box and ran her finger over the raised type. She gazed at the paper’s linen finish and elegant font, and her chest swelled with delight.

			“Susana Cortéz-Guerrero,” she whispered. “Senior Vice President, Miles Porter Gelbarr.”

			I did it.

			She set the box on the kitchen counter and kicked off her Jimmy Choo pumps, her feet cooling instantly on the Saltillo tile. Sighing contentedly, she poured herself a glass of lemonade, then stole another glance at her new business cards. She had signed off on the compensation package a week earlier, but somehow having the physical cards made the promotion more real. It’ll be even better when the website is updated, she mused. The executive team sat for new headshots just that morning, and she was eager to see the results.

			Still smiling, she padded down the hall to her bedroom where she quickly stripped and put on a bathing suit, knotted her hair in a messy bun, and grabbed a towel. The housekeeper had been in today, she remembered, noting the gleaming bathroom mirror and the perfectly fluffed pillows on the bed. It was a luxury Enrique insisted upon, telling her he wanted to spend time on the weekends with her, not scrubbing toilets.

			She had an unexpected memory of her grandmother. When Susana was a small girl, her abuela would braid ribbons into her long hair, telling her in broken English, “You so pretty, mija. You gonna get a rich husband.” The tiny woman had worked as a housekeeper when she came to Florida, her hands rough and calloused as she worked long hours to provide for Susana’s mother and uncles. Susana had never met her grandfather—he died in an accident in Mexico when her mother was small—but her grandmother fiercely led the family, sending three of her four children to college and one into the military. Why she had thought Susana’s path to success would only come from marrying well, her granddaughter didn’t know. Instead, she’d mirrored her grandmother’s impressive work ethic and concentrated on building a career and her own wealth. And Susana had called her abuela first, even before her parents, after every win, every promotion. She relished the pride in the woman’s aging voice.

			She wondered what her grandmother would have thought of today’s accomplishment—SVP and a successful husband. Susana looked down at her manicured hands, then back at the tidy bedroom and whispered her thanks. “Gracias por todo, abuelita. I wish you were here.”

			She took her lemonade and the box of cards outside. The Florida afternoon humidity struck her as soon as she opened the sliding glass door, and she wasted no time diving into the swimming pool. After baking in the sun for months, the water felt like a bath, yet it was still refreshing. Susana lay back and floated, her eyes closed as she relaxed in the sunshine. She idly thought she probably should have put on sunscreen but couldn’t muster the energy to go back inside. For the millionth time in twenty-five years, she appreciated their decision to buy this house. The pool had made the home nearly too expensive for the young couple, but Enrique had crunched the numbers over and over and convinced her it was a good investment—And he’d been so right, she thought.

			She swam languidly to the side of the pool and climbed out to sit on the shaded patio. She wiped her hands on the towel and took out a single business card. She snapped a quick photo, then texted her parents.

			Hola Mami y Papi, she wrote. Mírame! Tu hija es la jefa =)

			She waited a moment for their reply, knowing it would come immediately. Her father wasn’t much for texting, but she was certain her mother would show him the message. Learning of their daughter’s promotion to “the boss” would thrill them both.

			Ay, princesa! Estamos muy orgullosos!

			Susana grinned. Even at fifty-four years old, she loved to be the princess making her parents proud. She took a quick selfie blowing them a kiss and sent it off. Then she texted the photo of the card to her friends.

			So this happened, she wrote. I think it calls for a celebration, amigas!

			She wasn’t surprised to see Azalea’s response pop up first.

			Suze! Congratulations! I am thrilled for you—I know how hard you’ve worked for this. We definitely need to celebrate. Can we all get together before the wedding?

			Azalea and her husband Esteban were due to leave for Spain in just a few days, delaying their return to Barcelona so they wouldn’t miss Sara and Terrence’s nuptials. Before Susana could respond, Sara chimed in.

			That is so great! And yes—this deserves a celebration for sure. How’s Thursday? Where shall we meet? I’m so happy for you xo

			Susana marveled at Sara’s generosity. While another woman might have resented having her wedding bumped to second place—even for a moment—Sara’s congratulations were sincere and heartfelt. Again, Susana was poised to respond but then burst out laughing as she read Lauren’s text.

			OK, here’s my first answer as your employee: Congratulations, Susana. Very well deserved and I’m proud to work in your organization.

			And now for my second answer as your friend: About fucking time! What took them so long? And where/when is the party?

			Lauren had recently returned to the marketing agency as an account director after spending a year with a startup. It hadn’t taken long to regret the move, but it took several months before she asked Susana and MPG to rehire her. She knew Lauren had dreaded the conversation—knowing Susana wouldn’t allow their friendship to soften the encounter. She took her ass-chewing well, chuckled Susana. The truth was, she was thrilled to have the talented marketer back with the agency and was happy to help shepherd the younger woman’s career. She wished she’d had a comparable mentor over the past twenty years. It had been brutal proving herself and earning her way to the SVP tier and she was glad to have the chance to help her friend.

			She looked back at her phone and the laughing emojis her friends were adding. Let’s meet at my house Thursday night, she texted. Cava and take out. Bring your swimsuit. Can’t wait to see you all!

			She heard the sliding glass door open and looked up to see Enrique. Her smiling husband wore board shorts and carried a towel and two cold bottles of Dos Equis. Even after almost thirty years, that smile caused her heart to flutter and she smiled in return.

			“Hey, guapo,” she said. “You’re home early.”

			He set the beers down and leaned over to kiss her. “Had a client meeting nearby and decided to come home instead of going back to the office.” He glanced down at the business card on the table and grinned. “So they came, huh?” He picked it up and read it, then looked back at his wife. “I am so incredibly proud of you, mi corazón. You deserve this.”

			Susana reached for him, sliding her arms around his neck and pulling him in for a kiss. She gasped as he lifted her out of her chair, scooping her into his arms and striding to the edge of the pool…

			Where he jumped.

			She had only a second to hold her breath before they went under the water. Sputtering and laughing, she slapped at his shoulder. “Next time warn me!”

			“Where’s the fun in that?” Enrique kissed her soundly. “Congratulations, Madam Senior Vice President.” Then he laughed. “I guess this means you’re buying dinner?”

			Susana slid her arms across his shoulders, then kissed him as she moved to wrap her long legs around his hips. “I thought we could stay in tonight,” she murmured. “Just a quiet celebration?”

			Enrique chuckled as he nuzzled her neck. “Since when are you quiet when we’re…celebrating?”

			She grinned. He had a point.
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			Two days later, Susana sat with Enrique, Azalea, and Esteban at Sara and Terrence’s beach wedding. A bamboo arch was set up a few yards from the surf, the wooden beams festooned with pink and white flowers. A soft breeze ruffled the tulle streamers and the groom’s shoulder-length hair. She was glad the wedding was early in the evening, the ocean breeze cool enough to keep the usually oppressive Florida heat at bay. Behind them, the sun began its descent and the clouds glowed with soft pinks and blues, making everything just slightly hazy and romantic. Her design team called this “the golden hour,” their favorite time of the day to shoot outdoor client videos.

			The Fort Lauderdale beach was still full of people, many within a hundred yards of the ceremony. Some, she noticed, had cameras out. Who takes pictures of someone else’s wedding? she wondered. “Tourists,” she muttered, and Enrique chuckled.

			The music started and the ceremony began. Susana looked down the aisle as the first pair of attendants approached. Savannah, Terrence’s youngest sister, clearly enjoyed the spotlight. She wore a strapless pink chiffon gown with a sweetheart neckline and snug bodice over a huge skirt. Her groomsman partner smiled down at his wife as he escorted her toward the arch, the waves gently lapping in the background. Susana nudged her best friend and whispered, “Can you say, ‘Disney princess’?”

			Azalea covered her laugh with a hand and the two looked back toward the next bridesmaid. Talia, the middle sibling of the Billings clan, was likewise dressed in pink. Her gown was a one-shoulder satin column with a tasteful slit—elegant and simple. The bridesmaid seemed to glide across the sand and she glanced at the groomsman next to her with a loving smile. “That’s her husband, right?” whispered Azalea and Susana nodded.

			“Yup. That’s Darren.”

			The two pair of bridesmaids and groomsmen veered apart as they reached the arch, moving into their respective places.

			She looked back to see Lauren. The maid of honor was wearing a leaf green halter column, its fabric skimming her tall, lithe frame. Her dark hair was swept to the side in glamorous Hollywood waves, her makeup perfectly applied. As she approached Susana and Azalea’s row, she glanced over and winked at the women.

			“How does she do it?” Susana whispered to Azalea. “She’s always so chic. And you know she probably had a triple cheeseburger right before sliding into that dress.”

			Enrique nudged her. “Shhh,” her husband said softly, trying not to laugh.

			As Lauren took her position, Susana noticed Talia’s smile brighten, and looked back to see two children, the ring bearer and flower girl. Oliver and Mackenzie Dumont walked down the sandy aisle, their little faces beaming. At six years old, Oliver took his duties very seriously, keeping his eyes glued to his groomsman father. But Mackenzie had a dazzling smile for everyone, lagging behind as she tossed rose petals from the basket she swung perilously close to her brother’s head. When the pair walked past Susana’s row, the little girl’s smile grew even larger and she whispered loudly, “Hi, new aunties!”

			Talia looked mortified, but Susana and Azalea laughed. “Hello, Mackenzie,” they whispered in unison. The child waved brightly and hurried to catch up with her older brother, then stood next to Talia while Oliver took his place next to Darren.

			The music changed and everyone stood for the bride and her daughter. Susana took a moment to glance at Terrence before Sara and Natalie got close. He stood next to the pastor and to his best man, his mouth agape. Susana giggled as she noticed his friend nudge Terrence with an elbow and the groom’s mouth abruptly shut. Yet he never took his eyes off his bride.

			Sara and Natalie walked slowly down the aisle, Natalie’s eyes glowing with pride as she gazed at her mother. They were hand in hand, their love for each other palpable. Natalie also wore pink: a simple, off the shoulder tea-length dress, her dark hair caught up in a casual chignon at the base of her neck. She carried a smaller version of her mother’s bouquet—pink tiger lilies for her, white for Sara, with cascading greenery and fragrant jasmine.

			“They look so much alike,” Susana whispered to Azalea. “They could be sisters.”

			Sara was incandescent, her wavy, sun-kissed hair grazing her shoulder blades and threaded artfully with babies’ breath. Her gown, a simple white silk dotted with embroidered pink roses and green leaves, set off her curves and her tan. Susana looked again at Terrence. He was mesmerized. She was certain he was completely oblivious to anyone or anything around him. He only had eyes for his bride.

			She felt Enrique’s hand in hers and glanced down at the tissue he’d placed in her palm. She looked questioningly at him, then shook her head. “You’ve met me before, right?” she whispered, then grinned. “If anybody’s gonna cry at a wedding, it’ll be you.”

			Her husband shrugged and pulled her close to his side, his lips pressing her cheek before murmuring, “I know…I’m the hopeless romantic and you’re the tough one. But you love me, mi cardito.”

			My little thistle.

			After the ceremony, the sun began to set. Susana stood with Enrique, Azalea, and Esteban, watching as restaurant employees lit tiki torches along the patio, adding to the tropical ambience. The wedding had been simple and beautiful, and the reception was a modest affair, with drinks and appetizers at a pub walking distance from the surf. She was thinking about another glass of champagne when the bride and groom approached them.

			Sara had become like a younger sister to the older women and Susana’s heart warmed to see her so happy. When she and Azalea learned about Sara’s teen pregnancy and the heartbreaking way her parents had torn the baby from her, they were appalled. But when Sara told them the good news that her daughter had found her all these years later, they were thrilled. They met Natalie only weeks before the wedding but fell in love with her, occasionally including her in their ladies’ night events—typically sangria and guacamole on Azalea’s patio. She was a welcome addition to the group and seemed eager to embrace the older women as they shared their lives.

			As much as we can, now that Azalea and Esteban live half the year in Spain, thought Susana. She wondered if she’d ever get used to her best friend’s new life.

			She shook off the unwelcome thought and hugged Sara. “You look absolutely radiant, my friend,” she said. She glanced at Terrence. “You do know how lucky you are, right?”

			Terrence beamed. “I am the luckiest man in the world,” he said, hugging his new wife tight to his side.

			“And we’re very lucky to have you guys,” Sara added. “We can’t thank you enough for the gifts. You’re so generous.”

			Azalea and Esteban were leaving directly from Fort Lauderdale the next day to return to Spain for the autumn and winter. They knew the young couple—on their paltry teachers’ salaries—likely could not afford an expensive honeymoon, so their gift to them was two weeks at Azalea’s beach house. Terrence and Sara had been overjoyed—and even more so when Susana and Enrique added a gift certificate to the Ritz-Carlton honeymoon suite for their wedding night.

			“We planned to just drive back home after the reception,” Sara had confessed. “We figured we could have more of a staycation before school starts in a couple of weeks.” Susana and Enrique had insisted they stay in Fort Lauderdale for their wedding night. They could drive back north the next day and the couple was delighted.

			As the friends chatted, Lauren approached with her date. “You remember Susana, my boss?”

			The handsome man reached out a well-manicured hand, gold cufflinks glinting in the light of the torches. “Of course,” he said with a pleasant smile, shaking her hand firmly. “It’s nice to see you again.”

			Jayson Rivera was the vice president of marketing for Thompson Toys, a top client of Miles Porter Gelbarr. Susana had pulled Lauren off the account several weeks earlier when it became clear she and Jayson were interested in each other. It appeared the relationship was now serious enough that Lauren brought him to her best friend’s wedding.

			Lauren was introducing Jayson to Enrique, Azalea, and Esteban when Terrence’s best man approached the group.

			“I don’t think you’ve met my brother Corey,” Terrence said, his arm around the broad shoulders of his friend. He clapped Corey’s back and added, “We’re not blood brothers, but we’ve known each other since we were kids. Went to high school and college together.”

			Corey shook hands all around. He was taller and wider than Terrence, with a surfer’s shaggy blonde hair and a mischievous grin. “I couldn’t miss this, although I’m not sure how this Neanderthal ended up with such a fabulous wife.” Sara grinned up at him as Terrence glared. “Anyway, very nice to meet all of you.” He looked back at Terrence and asked, “Where can a guy get a beer around here?”

			Sara patted her new husband’s arm. “Go on—get the man a beer.” He grinned and the two friends headed off for the bar. Sara smiled, then looked back at the others. “They haven’t seen each other in two years,” she said. “Corey moved to California after college—he’s a high school English teacher in the Bay Area.” She looked fondly at the men laughing at the bar. “I think he’d probably like to move back here, but he got divorced and they have an eight-year old daughter. He would never leave her.”

			Sara still grieved over the miscarriage she suffered earlier that year, and Susana heard the note of sadness in her friend’s voice. She reached for Sara just as Lauren did, with Azalea a beat behind. Esteban and Enrique looked knowingly at each other, then beckoned Jayson. The men stepped away as the four friends pulled each other close, their foreheads touching, their arms around each others’ waists.

			It’s so much better when we’re together, thought Susana.
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			“Babe? Susana? We were supposed to be down there ten minutes ago.”

			Startled, Susana looked up from her phone. “Huh? Oh—one sec.” She finished typing out a response to an email and then stood. “Sorry. I had to answer that. Peter’s being his typical jackass self.”

			“Even on Sunday?” Enrique asked.

			“Jackasses don’t know the meaning of weekends,” she answered. “Remember Bernard when you were coming up? I swear the guy worked twenty-four hours a day and expected you to keep up.”

			Her husband frowned. “I guess there are workaholics in every company. Thank God I don’t work for him anymore.”

			Susana tucked her phone into her pocket. “The people who work for you are lucky.”

			The couple left their room and she covered a huge yawn as they approached the elevator. “I’m starving. Sorry for making us late for breakfast.”

			Her husband hugged her, brushing his lips on her cheek. “If you were on time, I’d wonder who was sleeping next to me last night,” he said with a smile. She elbowed him with a scowl, but knew he was right. Promptness wasn’t her strong suit.

			The couple entered the café and saw their friends already seated in a booth, sipping coffee.

			“Buenos días, amigos,” said Esteban, rising as Enrique held Susana’s chair. She appreciated their Latin manners—Somebody’s Mami raised ’em right, she thought as she sat down.

			A waitress approached and the two newcomers requested coffee. They all perused the menu and ordered when she returned with the steaming cups.

			“Sleep well?” asked Azalea.

			“Not great,” admitted Susana.

			“I hoped being away for the weekend might help,” said Azalea. “When is the last time you got a decent night’s sleep?”

			Susana unsuccessfully tried to stifle another yawn. She’d had trouble sleeping for months and it was taking a toll. “It’ll pass,” she said. She grinned at her husband. “I’ll sleep in the car while Kique drives us back to Orlando.”

			Azalea frowned. “Is it the new job?”

			“Nah. Been busting my ass a long time before the promotion. You know the drill. If a woman’s gonna be taken seriously, she has to work twice as hard as the men.” She shrugged. “Some things never change, but at least it paid off this time.”

			The waitress returned with their orders and when she set down a huge plate of pancakes, Susana laughed, “See? I’ll be in a sugar coma within the hour.”

			Azalea rolled her eyes. “You’re incorrigible.”

			Susana opened her mouth to retort, but Enrique spoke first, deftly changing the subject. “So you go back to Spain today?”

			“We do,” said Esteban. “Our flight leaves at four o’clock, so we have a bit of time this morning to do some shopping before we leave for the airport.” He smiled at his wife. “Seems there is a type of…body scrub?” His brows scrunched together. “I think that’s it—anyway, it’s only here in Florida and we are going to buy a suitcase full to stock our bathroom in Cadaqués.”

			Azalea looked at her friend. “It’s the key lime one. You know what I’m talking about, right?

			Susana nodded, her mouth full of pancakes. When she swallowed, she said, “Buy two suitcases’ worth. That stuff is magic.”

			The four friends continued chatting as they finished their meal. When the waitress removed their plates and refilled their coffee cups, Azalea asked, “So next month is a really big deal for you guys. What are you planning for your thirtieth anniversary? You should do something amazing.”

			Enrique grinned at his wife. “Yes, amor. What are we doing?”

			Susana shook her head. “I have no idea. I can barely plan what I’m doing tomorrow.” She laughed, but it was weak and she knew it. She didn’t know what Enrique had in mind, but she hadn’t planned a thing.

			Esteban reached for Azalea’s hand and leaned forward. “We have a proposition for you,” he said, his Spanish accent deep and melodious. “We’d love you to come to Spain and stay with us for a month.”

			Azalea smiled and nodded. “Please say you’ll come,” she said, her enthusiasm palpable. “We really want you to visit.”

			Enrique’s brows rose in surprise. “That’s quite the proposition.” He looked at Susana, eyes questioning. “What do you think—”

			“A month? Are you kidding me?” She was already shaking her head. “You know I just got this promotion, ’mana. There’s no way MPG is gonna let their new senior vice president go to Europe for a month.” She looked at her husband. “And how could you leave for that long? Don’t you have projects here?”

			Enrique took her hand. “Susana,” he began, his serious tone startling her. “I’m an architect. I can work from anywhere. I have a laptop and a pencil…I’ll be fine.” He looked at their friends. “How soon do we need to let you know?”

			Esteban smiled. “Any time, my friend. We know you need to talk about it—”

			Azalea reached across the table to grab her friend’s other hand. “C’mon, Suze. Early autumn in Spain! It will be amazing. I have so many things I want to show you. You can work during the day and we’ll have fun nights and weekends. Please say you’ll come.”

			Susana looked around the table at the people she loved. She wasn’t sure how Steven Miles would feel about his best employee leaving the office for a month, especially so soon after her promotion. She was quite certain how Peter and Jonathan would react. Then again, she and Kique hadn’t been on a vacation for…well, for a long time. She supposed she could work remotely and take the weekends to enjoy Spain. She gently pulled away from Azalea while she studied Enrique.

			Thirty years is worth celebrating, she told herself.

			She knew Enrique was thinking the same thing. “You’re sure you can get the time away?” His eyes were solemn as he nodded. Praying she wouldn’t rue the decision, she nodded in return and held his gaze. “Okay…. Assuming my boss agrees, let’s go to Spain.”

			Azalea and Esteban burst into laughter and smiles and Enrique hugged her tight.

			“Gracias, mi amor,” he whispered into her ear as he held her close. “Gracias.”

			Enrique loaded their bags and held the door open for Susana. He kissed her cheek as she slid into the car and she looked up at him, surprised. “What was that for?” she asked.

			“Do I need a reason? I love kissing my wife.”

			Susana yawned and then smiled. “Lucky for you, your wife loves getting kissed.”

			“Hmm,” he responded. “Are you sure I’m not boring you? Yawning doesn’t usually mean anything good.” He laughed as he walked around the car. “But seriously, why don’t you just put the seat back and sleep? We have a few hours and you need the rest. I’ll listen to the football game on the radio.”

			She rarely slept in the car, but she had to admit the idea appealed to her. The next week promised to be busier than the last, and she wasn’t about to let a little lack of sleep derail her. The promotion to SVP was significant—one she’d worked hard for, but the workload was brutal. She’d take advantage of the drive to bank some rest.

			“Thanks, babe,” she said, reclining the seat. “Maybe just half an hour or so, okay?”

			Enrique nodded and squeezed her hand.

			Three hours later, Susana awoke to her husband stroking her cheek. “We’re home, mi corazón.”

			She stretched and looked around her, surprised to find them in their garage. “Are you serious?” she asked. “I slept the whole trip?” She knew it was unreasonable, but she felt annoyed. “Why did you let me sleep so long?”

			Enrique looked long at her before answering. “You’re completely wrung out, Susana. You need the rest and I was glad you could sleep.” He got out and came around to open her door, but she got out first.

			“Stop treating me like I’m gonna break,” she groused. “I’ll be fine.”

			He didn’t answer, instead opening the trunk for their suitcases. He looked as if he wanted to say more, but walked into the house without another word.

			Susana followed, trying to dispel her foul mood. She was embarrassed at the way she snapped at Enrique. He didn’t deserve her ire.

			They walked upstairs and he set the suitcases down. “I’m gonna go for a quick run,” he said, kicking off his sandals. “I need to loosen up after that drive.”

			She stood and looked at the man she’d loved for over thirty years. The man I still adore, she reminded herself. He was older, grayer, and only slightly less fit than he’d been when they met in college. His smile still thrilled her and his touch still sent fire through her veins.

			He finished lacing up his running shoes and turned to leave their bedroom. “Kique?” she murmured, reaching for him. She slid her arms around him, nestling her cheek between his shoulder blades. “I’m sorry.”

			He turned in her arms and pulled her close. “I know, mi tesoro.” He stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll be back soon.”

			She released him with a wan smile. She still felt drained and tears threatened as she watched him leave the room. She angrily shook off the unexpected and unwanted emotion and began to unpack, hurling dirty clothes across the room and slamming drawers.

			Then she lay down on the bed. I’ll just close my eyes for a minute.
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			Despite her exhaustion, the next month went by in a blur as Susana dove into her new responsibilities. She’d been a vice president for three years, leading the account teams for the business-to-business side of the house. She had a global team of designers, writers, and account executives and she loved the intense nature of the work.

			Now, though, she took on a much greater role. Sitting in nearly daily meetings with the partners, she oversaw the business-to-business plus the business-to-consumer teams. Each had a vice president who was keen to impress her—and who, she was certain, also looked for the opportunity to take her job. She’d worked in agencies her entire career and knew the life was cutthroat. At MPG, it was less so, but the competition never waned. She couldn’t let up, not for a moment.

			If her grandmother could clean toilets, she sure as hell could do this job.

			“BD says we can get more out of Thompson Toys and Liscia,” growled Peter Gelbarr. He’d been harping on business development for the better part of thirty minutes and Susana was ready to scream.

			“I’m scheduled to meet with Janice Thompson on Thursday,” she said, keeping her voice calm. How many times have I said that? she wondered crossly. “I’m sure we can get more than this rebranding project with them. They love the video work we’ve done and they’ve already added social media. She knows they need new packaging and they might as well go with us on this new line of baby toys.” She’d reviewed all the previous design work for Thompson Toys and knew the founder was delighted with the results. “I’ll do my best to nail it down this week.” She worked hard to control her features, wanting nothing more than to snap a sarcastic reply at the annoying partner.

			“You mean before you go gallivanting off to Europe for a month?” groused Jonathan Porter. The second of the three MPG partners hadn’t been in favor of Susana’s request to work abroad for a month, following Peter’s lead, as usual. Steven Mills, the third partner and Susana’s direct supervisor, cajoled the other partners into letting her go. She knew Steven had to lobby heavily to get Peter on board with the decision—it had been no easy feat.

			Her eyes tightened. “Galli—”

			“Oh, c’mon, Jon,” soothed Steven. “We’ve been over this. She’s going and she’ll work US hours from Spain. It’s not a big deal.” He winked at Susana. “Right?”

			She plastered a smile on her face and said brightly, “Right!”

			“It’s not just Thompson Toys. What about Liscia?” snapped Peter, ignoring Steven. “Their new CEO will want to put her stamp on the company. It’s like a dog pissing on a bush to mark territory. That should mean new work for us.”

			Susana bit the inside of her mouth to keep from reacting to the crude remark. “My team is all over their changes,” she said. The Liscia board had appointed the new CEO the same week Susana had been promoted, and she’d spent an entire week studying the tier one client’s history to prepare for her new role. Learning about the fashion industry in general was a gargantuan project by itself, but Susana also had to understand the company’s emphasis on sustainability, its unique position in the market, and its culture. It had been like drinking from the proverbial firehose. The upscale women’s clothing manufacturer, renowned for its elegant fabrics and delicate pleating, had undergone a significant leadership change. To make matters worse, rumor had it there was bad blood between the chief marketing officer and the chief operating officer, who’d been tapped to fill the top job. Susana frowned. She had no interested in getting enmeshed in Liscia’s office politics, no matter what the benefit to MPG’s project pipeline.

			“Geneva seems to be taking a measured approach to her promotion,” she continued. “I’ll get more involved, but I think it’s a long game with them. There’s plenty of upside if we’re patient.”

			Peter snorted and Jonathan shook his head. “Now isn’t the time for patience, Susana,” groused Peter. “Siestas are for Hispanics, not for MPG.”

			Was that a slam on my heritage or my trip? she wondered, clenching her jaw against a fiery retort. I’m going to need a transfusion from biting my tongue.

			“Well, that should do it for today,” broke in Steven, pushing back his chair. “Thank you for the update, Susana. Safe travels.”

			This is a mistake. I shouldn’t go. I really shouldn’t go.

			Susana slammed the front door and threw her bag on the sofa. Enrique walked into the room with a concerned look. “Rough day?” he asked.

			She sighed and nodded. “Peter and Jon are pitching a fit about me leaving for a month. The busdev people are convinced I’m not squeezing every single dollar out of our current clients, and the partners are pushing for big revenue increases this quarter.” She frowned. “Maybe we should postpone—”

			Enrique enveloped her in a hug. “We aren’t postponing. We’ve already paid for the tickets and we’re leaving on Saturday.” He brushed her long hair behind one ear and bent to kiss her lobe, nuzzling her neck. “It’s gonna be okay, mi amor—”

			Susana pushed away, shaking her head. “Not now, Kique. You don’t get it—these guys are putting a ton of pressure on me and I have to deliver. I don’t know how I’m gonna do that from Spain. Am I supposed to close deals on fucking Zoom?”

			Her husband stood quietly, then reached for her. “Susana. Listen to me. I know you’re stressed and I know they’re pressuring you to deliver. I do get it, babe. And I also know you are the smartest, hardest working person at that firm. You’ll be amazing no matter what continent you’re on.” He leaned over to kiss her cheek. “I believe in you.”

			Susana looked at him, her eyes narrowing. “You’re my husband. You have to say that.” She walked toward the kitchen and glanced back at him. “Is there any more of that arroz con pollo you made? I’m starving.”

			“Ah, mi cardito,” she heard him murmur. “I made plenty.”

			They cobbled together a dinner of leftovers and Enrique made a salad. As he set her plate on the table, he asked, “Did you eat anything today?”

			“I was so busy I kinda forgot,” she answered, scooping up the hot chicken and rice with a tortilla. “I had some toast this morning before I left and I drank about a gallon of coffee at the office.” She forestalled his next comment. “I know, I know—I have to take better care of myself. I will.” She laughed, but Enrique didn’t smile.

			“When?” he asked. “It’s not like we’re college kids anymore.”

			Susana swallowed and frowned. “What’s got you so serious?”

			He gazed at her before answering. “Thirty years, Susana. That’s a long time. Have you thought about that?”

			She had thought about it. She knew how unusual it was for a couple to stay married for any length of time these days, much less three decades. She took another bite before answering.

			“I have,” she said at last. “Pretty impressive, aren’t we?” She tried for a lighthearted note, but it sounded more sarcastic. She put down her fork. “I do think about it, Kique. I’m proud of what we’ve built and I love you as much today as I did when met in college.”

			He reached for her hand. “Let’s just leave the dishes,” he said, pulling her to her feet and wrapping his arms around her.

			She was shaking her head even as he held her. “I can’t tonight,” she said. “I have to get this presentation together for tomorrow. I’ll be up for at least a couple of hours.” She saw his disappointment and nearly gave in. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

			Enrique released her and turned back to the table. “Go ahead, finish your dinner and I’ll clean up.”

			They ate in silence until Susana was done. “Thank you for dinner,” she said, her voice flat.

			“You’re welcome. And I do understand, mi amor. I remember those days and—” He hesitated as if unsure whether to continue. “It makes me wish I’d drawn better boundaries back then. Would have been easier on both of us.”

			“‘Drawn better boundaries’? Is that an architect joke?” Susana’s attempt to lighten the conversation fell flat and she found herself growing angry. “I guess you have the benefit of hindsight, but I’m stuck in the middle of it. And it’s different for me. You’ve never been a woman and you’ve never had to wonder if you were good enough. You’ve always been good enough.” She was shaking with the revelation, wishing she could take the words back.

			Her husband looked at her, confusion all over his face. “What are you talking about? You’re amazing. You’re good at everything, Susana. How can you say that?”

			She stared at him, then turned to leave. “Don’t wait up.”

			The next morning Susana awoke to the smell of coffee and a kiss on the cheek. Enrique didn’t say anything but set her mug on the nightstand. “Thank you,” she mumbled, her voice rough after another late night. She noted her husband’s soft smile as he turned and left the bedroom. He knows me so well, she mused. Never one for morning chatter, she appreciated the quiet.

			She sat up and sipped her coffee while she scrolled through her phone. It was only seven thirty in the morning, but her inbox was already full. While she was a night owl, often working until past midnight, Peter was the stereotypical early riser, sending out terse emails before dawn. Today was no different, as he demanded yet another update on the Liscia account.

			She’d worked until two that morning on the presentation—What is it with Liscia? He knows it’s coming today, she thought crossly. What the hell is he so anxious about? She was excited about the company and the work and was certain she crafted a solid plan. There was ample opportunity to expand MPG’s efforts on the account and she was eager to deliver her presentation to the partners that afternoon, in spite of Peter’s annoying behavior. It’s like he’s not happy if he’s not ruining someone’s day. Sighing, she got up and began to make the bed.

			Enrique came back in. “Just leave that, babe. I don’t have to be in the office for another hour. I’ll make the bed.” He smiled at his wife. “And I made you some lunch. Just pop it in the microwave so you don’t go all day without food again.”

			Susana knew she needed to take better care of herself. The long hours and hit-or-miss meals during the day were taking a toll on her. Her jokes didn’t sway her husband—He really is worried, she realized.

			She came around the bed to put her arms around him. “Thank you, amor,” she said. “Gracias por todo.”

			Enrique laughed and nuzzled her neck. “Ah, mi cardito. Are you trying to get me back into bed by speaking Spanish in that husky morning voice of yours?”

			She hugged him, then released him with a frown. “I wish,” she replied. “It would be a lot more fun than a slow death by PowerPoint with the partners.” She kissed his cheek and walked to the bathroom to shower, his affection already forgotten by the time the water was running, her mind racing through a to-do list that seemed to grow by the minute.

			How on earth am I going to leave for Spain in four days?
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			“You’ll be able to reach me the entire month,” repeated Susana, looking around the conference table at her team. “I know the emphasis is on Liscia and Thompson Toys, but don’t forget we have a full roster of clients who deserve our attention. Today’s tier two client is—”

			“Tomorrow’s tier one,” intoned the group.

			She grinned. “All right—I know you guys are gonna be fine.” She waved a hand at the door. “Get out of here.” She gathered her notebook as the team left, then looked up to see Lauren lingering at the doorway.

			“Got a minute?” the younger woman asked.

			“Of course. Walk with me.” The two walked to Susana’s office, and Lauren closed the door behind her.

			Susana tilted her head, her eyes narrowing. “What’s up?”

			“I know you’re slammed so I won’t take a bunch of time. Here’s the deal: I want to take on more responsibility, but I don’t know if it’s possible in this environment.” Lauren paused, then continued. “It seems like if you’re not in tight with the partners, it’s hard to get noticed, but if you are—well, there are ample opportunities. I guess I need your guidance and your help.”

			Susana took a moment before answering. Lauren was technically her employee, yet the two had been friends for longer than they’d worked together. They’d successfully balanced the personal and professional aspects of their relationship and neither
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