
  
    [image: His Curvy Boss]
  


  
    
      HIS CURVY BOSS

      A SMALL TOWN CURVY GIRL ROMANCE

      
        BOOK BOYFRIENDS WANTED

        BOOK 12

      

    

    
      
        MARY E THOMPSON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: BluEyed Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 Mary E Thompson

      Published by BluEyed Press, All Rights Reserved

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. All characters, businesses, locations, and events are either products of the author’s creative imagination or are used in a fictitious sense. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      Book Cover Copyright © 2025 Mary E Thompson

      Photos sourced from depositphotos

      Ebook ISBN: 978-1-953879-53-0

      Print ISBN: 978-1-953879-54-7

      Discreet Special Edition Print ISBN: 978-1-967463-28-2

      Audiobook ISBN: 978-1-953879-55-4

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOK BOYFRIENDS WANTED

          

        

      

    

    
      Come in and visit MacKellar Cove. You will get to see all the things that make this small town a truly special place to be. There’s the bookstore and the local bar. There’s the bakery and town square. And there’s love all around. Grab a drink, a slice of cake, and get to know your next book boyfriend and book best friend! Never miss a thing when you sign up for Mary’s newsletter.

      Romancing the Curves comes with subscriber exclusive freebies, sneak peeks, and a first look at everything Mary has to offer. Be the first to know about new releases and sales and all the curves ahead!

      

      
        
        SUBSCRIBE NOW AT MARYETHOMPSON.COM

      

      

      

      Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      To my hubby… who inspired so much of this book, and all books. I love you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          GOLDIE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Deep breaths. I needed to just take deep breaths. In and out. It would all be okay.

      “Who is this band? I’ve never heard of them. Are you sure they’re any good?” Mayor Levine asked.

      Deep breaths. Dear God, help me not strangle the self-righteous ass who decided I’m his enemy.

      “They’re very popular right now. They’ve grown a solid following in the area. Teenagers love them, so they’ll draw in a younger demographic.”

      Mayor Levine held my gaze with his angry one for a beat too long. He didn’t like that answer. He didn’t like any of my answers.

      I knew when he was appointed as the new mayor of MacKellar Cove it was going to be painful to deal with him. The previous mayor stepped down for health reasons, and Mayor Levine stepped up to finish the term. He positioned himself as an everyday kind of guy, but he was anything but. The truth was, he was ultra-conservative, to the point of still believing a woman’s place was in the kitchen. He hated me for nothing more than the fact that I lacked a penis.

      I had a lot of reasons for hating him.

      “Well, I hope they show up. Bands like that can be unreliable. People need incentive.”

      “That’s why this band is perfect,” I said. “They want to increase their exposure and get some experience playing for live audiences. When we spoke, they were very excited about the opportunity.”

      Mayor Levine pursed his thin lips until they disappeared into each other. When he wasn’t scowling at me, I could almost see where he was an attractive man. A few years older than me, he had a full head of dark hair and a lean build. He was married and blessed with two daughters, which made me endlessly happy because I knew there was nothing more he wanted than a son. I felt bad for his daughters, though. They would never get support from him to do anything in their lives. He was a misogynist if there ever was one.

      “I guess we’ll see how everything goes. This summer is very important for MacKellar Cove, and for you,” Mayor Levine said. His pointed look said far more than his words.

      “Could you elaborate on that?” I asked. I knew where it was going, but I needed him to say the words.

      “The town budget can’t support ineffective leaders. And since you’re the tourism director, we need to see some value from you and the position.”

      “Well, the events I created for last year increased town revenue by thirteen percent, and filled local hotels to near capacity for the summer. What my team and I have planned for this year⁠—”

      “Your team is not in question, Ms. Spear. You are.”

      “Are you saying you’re looking to fire me, Mr. Mayor?” I asked the question he was dodging.

      “I’m saying your department should not be paying you the salary you have. I’ve been looking at your budget and your resume and I’m unclear why you were given the position you have. Something isn’t adding up.”

      I seethed as I struggled to keep my composure. If I yelled at the little weasel, I would seal my fate, probably immediately. I couldn’t give him a reason to fire me, even though he seemed to believe he didn’t need one.

      “My experience matched the position, sir. Your predecessor was confident in my abilities, and my performance speaks for itself in terms of what I’ve been able to deliver.”

      “You or your team? Because it seems to me your team is the brains behind your operation.”

      My team was amazing, but damn. How dare he make it sound as though I was nothing more than a figurehead? “My team is talented, and no team functions well without a strong leader who can keep them on track and guide them in the right direction. My team has been on budget and ahead of projections since I took over this position. Even with the changing leadership I’ve worked under.”

      It was a low blow, and probably not a great idea, but I couldn’t resist the dig. It was common knowledge he’d blown through the town budget in half the year, adding shit no one needed and doing things no one wanted. Like the new stoplight outside town hall that caused more traffic issues than it solved. Or the brand new custom furniture he had hand-crafted in Italy and sent over. Or the boats he wanted to bring into the Cove to take tourists to the local castles and on tours of the area. That was the worst one. The boats were too big for the Cove and would get stuck. But he was convinced it was a great idea no matter how many people told him it wouldn’t work. I didn’t know how much money he’d spent trying to find someone to tell him it was possible.

      “Well, if you’re so successful, then I guess you can handle a fifteen percent decrease in your operating budget for the rest of this year.”

      “What? I need that money. This is the busiest time of the year. We spend eighty percent of our budget in the summer months.”

      He shrugged and stood. “If you’re unable to meet the new budget, you will be replaced with someone who can. Have a good day, Ms. Spear.”

      He walked out of the room like he hadn’t just dropped a bomb on me. What the hell was I supposed to do?

      A minute later, I finally stood. Mayor Levine’s secretary, not assistant he said, was outside the door waiting for me.

      “He asked me to give you this,” Jane said. She was young and pretty and far too good for Mayor Levine, but she worked for Mayor Sanchez before Levine and had no choice.

      “Do I want to know?”

      Jane winced. “Probably not.”

      I took the folder from her and opened it. It was my new operating budget. One he already had prepared for me. Which meant he always intended to screw me over. Long before he asked for a meeting to discuss the Memorial Day Kick-off event happening in only two weeks.

      “He’s insane,” I muttered.

      “I know. And I’m really sorry.” Jane looked up at me with sympathy in her gaze. “He was telling someone on the phone the other day that he wants to get rid of you. That you don’t deserve the job. I wasn’t sure if I should tell you or not.”

      “It’s okay. He’s made that clear to my face. He doesn’t think a woman should be running a department.”

      “Or working outside the home,” Jane whispered. “He said the dress code is skirts or dresses only. That I have to look professional.”

      “Why do you put up with him?” I blurted.

      Jane winced at the question.

      “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair of me to ask. I know finding a new job isn’t always easy, and leaving this job for another one could end up with you blackballed because that’s the vindictive asshole he is.”

      Jane nodded. “Pretty much. Mike is working full time again, but it’s not easy keeping things together. No one knows yet, but I’m pregnant again, so I really need to keep this job so I get maternity leave.”

      “Congratulations!” I whispered. “I’m so happy for you. And I promise, I won’t tell anyone. But I will let you know if I hear of anyone hiring who isn’t afraid to tell the new mayor to shove his opinions up his ass.”

      Jane smiled. “Thanks, Goldie. I really appreciate it.”

      Mayor Levine shouted something that had Jane jumping from her seat and waving. I sighed and watched her go, wishing I could hire her. She was smart and organized and excellent at her job. Too bad she’d never get the praise she deserved working for a man like Levine.

      I left town hall and waited at the endless light for it to finally turn green. I debated running it, but with my luck, Levine would be watching me out his window and recording so he’d have a reason to fire me. A legitimate one.

      I parked outside the tourism office and carried the offending budget inside. I needed a meeting with my team so we could make some changes to the plans we already made for the summer. Maybe if we could talk some of the local businesses into donating, we could make it all work.

      Maybe.

      “Meeting, now,” I shouted as I walked in. I knew anyone who was there would hear me and follow me to the conference room at the back of the building.

      The front side was the Welcome Center for MacKellar Cove, a low traffic center that was wasted space in the worst possible way. I had no idea why it was constructed the way it was, and I’d been trying to come up with ways to change it since I took the job as tourism director. So far, I hadn’t figured anything out.

      The back of the building was where my team worked. Five of us were housed from those offices. Besides myself, there was my assistant Patrick, the website manager Eve, the outreach manager Theo, and the maintenance manager Howard. We were an eclectic group and worked well together.

      “Hey, Boss,” Theo said. He was the first into the conference room. “What did Levine say?”

      “Nothing good,” I told him.

      Theo was the first person I hired when I took the job. Howard was there as maintenance manager already and stayed on to work with me. Theo was next because I quickly realized I needed someone to get to know the other business owners in the community and collect all the events information for the area. I hired Patrick not long after Theo when the job kept getting bigger and I realized I couldn’t do it without someone to help keep my schedule and my priorities in order. Eve only came on board in the last few months, taking over managing everything online, including updating the website and making sure all online visitors had access to whatever information they needed. If something wasn’t on the website, Eve went out and found it and added it.

      “Did Levine push back on the band?” Eve asked. Her dark hair was spiked up in all directions, a product of her hands running through it all day. She had a piercing in her eyebrow and another in her nose to go with the five in each ear. She was no more a fan of the mayor than I was.

      “No. He questioned it, but he didn’t say we couldn’t book them.”

      “Good. I’m really excited to hear them play. I think it’s going to be an amazing show.”

      Eve was the one who brought the band to my attention. I was listening to them online one night when Paul, my fifteen-year-old, walked in and asked how I knew them. If they had his seal of approval, in addition to Eve’s, they were good enough for me.

      “What’s going on?” Patrick asked. “Howard’s up front. Said to fill him in later. A tour bus just pulled in.”

      My heart skipped at his voice, which I hated. I was not supposed to be attracted to my assistant, even though he was gorgeous.

      “Does he need help?” I asked, hoping my voice sounded normal.

      Patrick shook his head and gave me one of his grins that I couldn’t help but return. “Howard’s in his element. He’s all good. What happened?”

      Down to business. That I could handle. “Levine cut our budget by fifteen percent.”

      “He did what?” Theo blurted.

      Eve and Patrick both gaped at me.

      “He said since we were under budget last year, we should be able to operate under budget this year.”

      “We were under budget by three percent, not fifteen,” Patrick argued.

      Was it bad to be turned on that he knew that? “I know, but he doesn’t care.”

      “He needs to pay for that stupid furniture he wanted. And to dig out the Cove so he can get bigger boats in here,” Eve snarled.

      “He is not,” I blurted, staring at her. She had to be joking. That would ruin the Cove and destroy the fish and animals that lived there.

      Eve shrugged. “That’s what I heard. He’s found some group that said it would be possible if the Cove was deeper. He asked if they could make it deeper, and they said in theory yes. So, now he’s holding on to that.”

      “He’s insane,” Patrick breathed.

      I shook my head in disbelief. He really was. How he thought that was a good idea was beyond me, but that wasn’t the biggest issue I had at the moment. “Regardless of all of that, we need to find ways to save some money. We already have most of it spent, but there are some events later in the season we might be able to pull back on.”

      “We need to go through everything,” Theo said. “I’m not sure we can do it.”

      I nodded. “I know. I’ll order lunch for everyone and we can get started. It’s going to be a long afternoon. I’m sorry to be doing this to you guys.”

      “It’s not you,” Patrick said. “This is all Levine, and we know it.”

      I smiled at him in thanks and left to order food.
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      Lunch was long gone and so was our patience. We were tired, crabby, and far beyond done for the week.

      “Go home, everyone. We need to put some distance between us and this. We’ll pick it back up on Monday.”

      “You sure, boss?” Eve asked.

      I nodded. “You guys have lives to get to. Things are going to get busy for us in a few weeks. We need to get our rest when we can. Go home. I’ll see you all on Monday.”

      “Good night,” they said as one-by-one they filed out of the room. I smiled and waved, then carried everything we’d been working on to my office and dove in again.

      I couldn’t walk away without some sort of idea of where we could cut some major money. Fifteen percent was huge. A little here and there wouldn’t do it.

      “You’re not leaving?” Patrick asked from the doorway.

      I jumped, not realizing he stuck around. “I need to figure this out.”

      “You need to get some beauty rest so you look your stunning self come Monday,” he said. He walked over to me, leaning against the side of my desk. His spicy scent filled the air between us. His easy smile made my lips turn up.

      “I’ll rest eventually,” I told him.

      He chuckled and shook his head. “You need to stop letting Levine get to you. You’re too strong to let him twist you up like this.”

      “You don’t know what he’s like behind closed doors,” I admitted.

      “Did he do something?” His tone bordered on deadly.

      I laughed. “No, of course not. He’s not that stupid.”

      Patrick paused and held my gaze, his tracing my face. “You really have no idea how gorgeous you are, do you?”

      I snorted and shook my head. Patrick was good for my ego, but sometimes he took it a little too far. He pushed a little too much. Like in that moment when he wanted me to believe his flirty words.

      “Wow, you don’t. For all your confidence in the boardroom, I thought for sure you would be the same in the bedroom.”

      “Patrick!” I gasped.

      He shook his head and moved closer to me. My office was big enough that I didn’t feel crowded, and it was Patrick. He might be the office flirt, but he was a good guy. Polite and considerate. He wasn’t afraid to stand up for others and was quick to shut down anything inappropriate.

      Except for the way he was looking at me. He was only turning that up.

      “Goldie, you’re beautiful. I know you went through hell when you got divorced, but I hope you know whatever happened, your husband was an idiot.”

      “He’s bisexual and fell in love with someone else.”

      “How anyone could even notice another person when you’re around amazes me. You’re all I see.”

      “Patrick, you don’t have to say these things.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. He removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. It was something he did when he was frustrated. When the other person wasn’t listening to him.

      “I really thought you were right there with me. That you knew I was flirting with you because I’m attracted to you. But you really don’t know. You don’t see yourself that way. That’s the biggest shame for me. Because you’re the kind of woman who makes a man forget everything. Who makes me forget everything. I’ve been waiting for you to ask me to dinner, or to stay late one night, but I see you’re not going to because you don’t think I’m interested. Let me tell you, boss, I’m very interested.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Patrick, I know⁠—”

      “No, you don’t, Goldie,” he said firmly. He was close enough that I could see the truth in his gaze. The conviction. “I haven’t dated anyone since I started working for you because I found myself fantasizing about you when I went out with other women. I knew you were single, and watching the way you handle things here made me sure you would make the first move. You’re scared. I see that now. So, I’m going to make the first move.”

      He ran one fingertip down my arm as he spoke. He drew little circles on my wrist, then inched closer.

      “I want you, Goldie. I want whatever you’re willing to give me. But you need to know, I’m serious. And now that you know how much I want you, it’s up to you to decide if you’re interested in the same thing.”

      “Patrick,” I whispered, sounding breathy even to my own ears.

      He shook his head and stood, stepping away. “Don’t answer me now. Because I know you’ll say no. Think about it this weekend. Have a glass of wine and take a bubble bath and think about me. Think about how I would touch you if I were there with you. Think about where I’d kiss you. Think about how I’d feel inside you. Then on Monday, you can tell me what you want from me.”

      I sucked in a breath. My entire body felt like it was on fire and my skin was too tight. I wanted to lean into him and give in. Do all the things he said. I wanted to touch him and taste him and…

      Who was I kidding? I was fourteen years older than him. I was having a baby when I was his age. There was no way he was actually serious about dating me. And I wasn’t sure I could have a fling with my assistant.

      He walked out without looking back, leaving me in the office with wet panties and a throbbing core.

      Well, he did say to think about him. Maybe it was time for that bubble bath he mentioned.
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      “He said to think about him?” Valentina hissed.

      We were at her house for dinner. Her younger daughter, Sam, and my son, Paul, were dating, so we decided it was time to get all of us together and make sure the kids understood our rules.

      Meaning we were going to tell them not to have sex.

      But first I was telling Valentina about wanting to have sex with my assistant.

      “I really thought he was joking all the times he said something to me,” I whined. I hated feeling off-center, and Patrick kept me off-center.

      “Obviously, he wasn’t. What are you going to do?”

      “Pretend it never happened?” I sipped my wine and hoped it would work.

      “You clearly like him, though. Why not see what can happen?”

      I shook my head before she even finished speaking. One and done for me. I’d tried the whole happily ever after thing and had the divorce papers to go along with it. I wasn’t looking for a do-over. Especially with a man who was so much younger and would waste his life if he got wrapped up with me.

      “What’s holding you back?” Valentina pressed.

      The three kids were all in the living room talking. They were far enough away that they couldn’t hear our conversation, but I glanced at them anyway. Valentina and Dawson had a beautiful home. There was a fireplace as the focal point in the living room, which was open to the kitchen and dining room. A TV was on another wall, visible from every seat on the sectional sofa that took up residence in the living room.

      “The kids aren’t listening. Tell me what’s going on.” Valentina had become a closer friend in the last few months. Between her and Anna, I was starting to feel like myself again. But with both of them happy and not single, there was a part of me that felt invisible pressure to find a partner.

      “I’m too old for Patrick.”

      Valentina scoffed, but I continued.

      “He has opportunities for anything. He’ll be twenty-seven in a few weeks. He’s a baby. Why would he ever want to be tied to an old woman like me?”

      “First, you’re not old.”

      “I’m forty,” I argued.

      Valentina shook her head. “Forty is not old. All the equipment still works. And some men like older women.”

      “Yeah, until they have to carry them to the bathroom and wipe their asses. Why would anyone sign up for that life?”

      “Don’t we all? When I got married, I said in sickness and health. If something happened, I could be doing that for Dawson now.”

      She had a point. I didn’t love it, but she wasn’t wrong. I would have taken care of Charles if something happened when we were married. I wouldn’t have thought twice about it.

      “If he’s saying he wants you, enjoy it. Have fun. What’s the harm?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, warming to the idea even as the voice in my head kept saying he’s too young.

      “You’re both single. You clearly like him. Why would you not want to date him? You need some fun in your life.”

      I scoffed, then laughed with her because she was right. My life was pretty boring. I went to work, came home and argued with Paul, then went to bed and started all over again. I would miss it when Paul went to college and was no longer living at home, but for now, it was boring.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said, earning a wide grin from Valentina.

      Footsteps behind me had me turning to see Dawson coming from the hallway.

      “Val, I need you to do some laundry. None of my stuff is clean,” Dawson said, not looking up before he walked into the kitchen. He heard the kids’ voices and finally lifted his head from the shirt he was buttoning. “Oh, they’re here.”

      I plastered a smile on my face and waved. I’d met Dawson a few times. He was brusque and borderline rude, but he was Valentina’s husband, so I let it go. She was amazing, and the last thing I wanted was to make her choose between me and the man she’d built a life with. I was friends with her, not him, so I didn’t let it bother me. Or tried not to.

      “Hi, Dawson. Good to see you again.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “When is dinner going to be ready?”

      “Soon,” Valentina said. “I have a timer set. Why don’t you get a drink or something?”

      Dawson nodded and went to the fridge. He grabbed a beer, then went to the living room where he sat on the opposite end of the couch from the kids and turned on the TV. He didn’t acknowledge any of them, even his daughters. The looks on their faces said they were used to it but not happy about it.

      “Sorry about him,” Valentina said. “He’s tired.”

      I nodded. “I understand. He’s been traveling a lot for work, right?”

      “Yeah. The weekend is his only downtime. He wasn’t thrilled when I said we were all getting together tonight, but I told him it was the only time that really worked.”

      “We could have done it a different night,” I said. I hated that Valentina felt the need to explain her husband. I’d done it enough for Charles to know it was a shitty feeling.

      “He’ll be fine.” Her phone let out a jingling ring. “That’s the timer. We can eat in a few minutes, and hopefully he’ll be better.”

      “What can I do to help you?” I asked, getting off my stool and coming around the island.

      Valentina pulled a large pan out of the oven and set it on top of the stove. “You don’t have to do anything. You’re our guest.”

      “Oh, please. I’m a mom, too. Put me to work. I know you’ll get less of an argument from me than anyone else here. And I don’t mean that in a bad way. Just that’s how it is in my house, too.”

      Valentina flashed me a grateful smile and nodded. “Thank you. There’s a salad in the fridge. Dressings are in the door. I hope this is all okay. I always feel like I don’t make enough food. Baking is so much easier for me.”

      “It smells amazing,” I told her honestly. As soon as she took dinner out of the oven, the scent filled me and made my stomach rumble.

      “Thanks. It’s just spinach stuffed chicken. I didn’t do any rice, though. The chicken has breadcrumbs on top and I didn’t want everything to be too heavy.”

      I set the salad on the counter and my hand on her arm. “It’s going to be amazing. I promise you, we’re all good.”

      She smiled at me and visibly relaxed. While the chicken rested, she helped me get dressings from the fridge and organized everything on the counter like a buffet.

      “Is this okay?”

      “Absolutely. It’s how we always eat. Makes more sense than carrying everything to the table, then carrying it all back. We’re casual. Do not stress on our account.”

      The tightness around her mouth made me wonder if Paul and I were not the reason for her stress, but I couldn’t exactly ask her. We were friends, but not the kind of friends who called you on your crappy marriage. Especially when I wasn’t even sure she had a crappy marriage. I’d seen her and Dawson together a handful of times. It wasn’t enough to say she was unhappy and he was the cause.

      “We can eat,” Valentina called above the noise of the TV and the kids.

      The kids jumped up and hurried into the kitchen. Paul grinned at Sam like she was a queen. They felt too young to be dating, but he turned fifteen a few months ago and Sam was going to over the summer. When I was fifteen, I was dating. A lot.

      Valentina and I stood to the side while the kids filled their plates and gushed over how good the chicken smelled. The look in her eyes said she was grateful for their praise. When they carried their plates to the table, she asked Dawson if he was ready to eat.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming.” Dawson turned off the TV and joined us in the kitchen.

      I hung back with Valentina, letting Dawson go ahead of us. He didn’t acknowledge the move, just added the biggest piece of chicken to his plate, then scowled at the salad.

      “Is this all you made?” he asked, shooting a look at Valentina.

      “Yeah. The chicken is stuffed, so it’s pretty filling. I didn’t think we’d need anything else.”

      “Well, you don’t, but I don’t spend all day eating dessert, so I’d like a little something extra to fill me up,” Dawson said.

      My blood boiled as Valentina’s face fell. She rolled her lips in and twisted her hands together, crossing them over her middle. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then forced a smile and glanced my way.

      She immediately looked away.

      I gaped at him. I had half a mind to kick his ass right there in his own home. How dare he speak to her that way?

      “Valentina is gorgeous. She’s kind and beautiful and talented. Why would you insult her like that?”

      Dawson snorted. “Of course you’d say that.” He made a point of scanning my body and rolling his eyes.

      I saw red. The man was going to die. Who did he think he was?

      I opened my mouth to tell him off when the doorbell rang, stopping the words before they could come out. I looked at Valentina, who looked at me, then at Dawson.

      “Are you going to get that?” he asked, carrying his plate to the table and ignoring us.

      I sucked in a breath and focused on my friend. She needed to get out of her marriage. She didn’t deserve to be treated the way she was. The look on her face said it wasn’t new, which made it even worse, but it wasn’t the time to deal with it.

      Valentina excused herself and went to the door. I grabbed a plate and started to get my food. Less than a minute later, Valentina called out to Dawson.

      “There’s someone here to see you, Dawson,” Valentina said, her tense voice loud enough to carry through the house.

      “Who?” he asked as he got up from the table.

      “Me,” a woman said, bursting into the living room.

      Valentina stood behind her, having followed the stranger. Her eyes were wide, watching her husband.

      “Haley? What are you… I mean, who are you?” Dawson said, moving toward the woman.

      “Are you kidding me? You’re married? You told me you were single. We’ve been dating for nine months.”

      The kids choked on their food. Valentina gasped. Dawson looked around the room, then focused on the woman who interrupted the night.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know you.”

      “Give it up, Dawson,” Valentina said. “I’ve assumed you were cheating on me for a long time. But I have to say, this is the first time a woman moved to town to be closer to you.”

      “You did what?” Dawson barked, focusing on Haley now.

      Haley’s lip quivered. “I thought if we lived in the same town, you’d have no choice but to make a commitment to me. I thought it was the distance that kept you from asking me to marry you or move in together. I didn’t realize it was your family. That you even had a family.”

      “Jesus, Haley, what the hell is wrong with you? Things were fine. We were good. Why did you have to do this?”

      “Don’t blame her,” I said, stepping forward. “You’re the one having an affair.”

      “You stay out of this,” Dawson growled at me.

      “Don’t you talk to my friend that way,” Valentina hissed. “You’ve been fucking someone else so much that she moved here to be close to you, and you think you have any right to say anything right now?”

      “Val, it’s not what you think. She’s crazy.”

      “Oh, really?” Valentina turned to Haley. “You’ve been dating for nine months?”

      Haley nodded, looking like she was going to be sick.

      “Where did you meet?”

      “He helped me change a tire in a parking lot. I came out from grabbing something quick to eat, and my tire was completely flat. He walked out behind me and offered to help.”

      “How kind of him. Then what?”

      “Then he asked if he could buy me a drink. I was meeting friends and told him where we would be. He met me there.”

      “And when did you start sleeping together?”

      Haley’s cheeks pinked, and she ducked her head. “That night.”

      “I see. And he never once mentioned his wife of two decades? Or his daughters?”

      Haley shook her head. She glanced at the table where the kids were gawking at her. At the whole scene.

      “So, Dawson, at what point did you think you had a right to say one fucking thing here? My friend is defending me. This woman was a victim of your lies, just like me. It sounds like the only one here who has no excuse is you.”

      “Val—” He moved toward her, reaching out to touch her.

      Valentina backed up and put her hands up. “Don’t you dare fucking touch me,” she growled. “Get your fucking shit and get the hell out of my house.”

      “This is our house,” Dawson argued.

      “Get out!” Valentina shouted. Her eyes were wild. She was about to lose it, and if Dawson had any brain cells left, he would get away before she did.

      Haley quietly backed out of the house and left. Dawson went down the hallway, coming back a few minutes later with a bag. He shoved his feet into his sneakers and cast a glare toward me.

      Valentina followed him to the door. He tried to say something to her, but she just growled, and he left.

      She slammed the door, then sank against it, sliding to the floor as tears started to fall.

      I glanced at the kids, then at my friend. “Kids, finish eating. Clean up when you’re done. And girls, I’m sorry you just saw that.”

      They nodded, the girls looking more than a little shell-shocked at what had just happened. Paul’s face was full of sympathy for them. The three of them whispered quietly to each other, finding comfort together while I headed toward Valentina.

      “What do you need?” I asked her.

      “Can I kill him?”

      I breathed a laugh and shook my head. “Unfortunately, no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’s not worth it. He’s an asshole who doesn’t deserve you. And your girls need you because they clearly aren’t going to have him.”

      “So, you’re saying I should wait until they’re adults to kill him?”

      I laughed, relieved she could make jokes. “I’m saying he’s not worth anymore of your time. What do you need right now? Wine? Liquor? A bubble bath?”

      She snorted. “See? This is why you should take advantage of Patrick and his suggestions. All men cheat. All men are assholes. So, if you know going in that it isn’t going to work out, your expectations will be lower. You don’t have to worry about being forty-four and finding out your husband had been screwing the nineteen-year-old he met on a business trip.”

      “I don’t think she was nineteen.”

      “Is that really what you’re taking away from this?” Valentina growled.

      I chuckled. “Okay, fine. You’re right. But you can’t control who you love.”

      “Do you love Patrick?”

      I shook my head. “No, of course not. I’m just saying falling in love isn’t optional. If we got involved, there’s no guarantee I won’t fall for him, and he’ll decide he wants kids and a wife his age and it’ll end.”

      “Or that he won’t fall for someone else and have an affair for most of a year before she shows up on your doorstep because she just moved to town.”

      I nodded because yeah, that, too.

      “I guess it’s a good thing we haven’t had sex in almost a year. I don’t have to worry about what kind of diseases he could have given me. Last time I went to my doctor, she tested me for everything under the sun.”

      “You thought he was cheating before?”

      Valentina shrugged. “I don’t know. Yeah. I guess. But I never wanted to admit it to myself. I thought if I worked harder to be a good wife, maybe things would be okay between us.”

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her up. “It’s not up to one person to keep a relationship working. I learned that the hard way, too. If one of the people in a relationship isn’t willing to keep trying, it’ll fall apart, no matter how hard the other person works.”

      She sighed. “I guess. But man, did it have to blow up like this? In front of my kids? And you guys? I wanted this to be a good night.”

      “It will be an even better night now that Dawson is gone. You can relax and enjoy the dinner you made and know that the rest of us are here for you.”

      Valentina smiled, her first real smile since Dawson joined us before dinner. She drew in a breath and straightened her shoulders. “You’re right. I’m hungry, and I no longer have to care what my asshole husband thinks of how much weight I’ve gained since we got married. No one is going to see me naked for a very long time, if ever again, so bring on the wine and the chicken and the dessert. I’m going to enjoy my new freedom.”

      “Good for you,” I said, knowing it was temporary, but even temporary was good when your world was falling apart.
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      I couldn’t stop my lips from curling up in a smile at my dancing nephews and niece. At six, four, and two, they were still little enough to not think twice about the way they looked in front of others. I wished I could give just a tiny bit of that to Goldie.

      My smiled slid to a scowl as I thought about our conversation before I left work Friday. I was sure she knew I wasn’t flirting with her just for the hell of it. And I was sure she would say something. I thought it was because she was my boss, but damn. When she brushed me off and said I was too young, I was pissed.

      “What has your face doing that?” Sharon asked as she sat next to me. She was used to the dancing parade in front of me and barely blinked as her kids giggled and squealed. She’d been married to my brother, Arthur, for eight years and was family. Which meant she was nosy and didn’t mind her own business.

      “He’s annoyed because he can’t get his boss to go on a date with him,” Arthur answered for me. Speaking of nosy and not minding their own business.

      Sharon tilted her head and looked closely at me. “How could anyone resist this face?”

      “That’s what I’ve been saying,” Mom said, wiping her hands on her apron. “If she’s not interested, he should move on.”
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