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      A Bad Boy/Fake Relationship/Curvy Girl Romance

      

      Will

      As a rule, I don’t trust people. I’ve learned the hard way that people will take advantage. Especially when you’re a  multi-million dollar salaried professional athlete with your face and body plastered all over magazines. I break that rule though, the minute I meet Esther Dubois. Bookish and shy with curves for days, Esther doesn’t have a deceitful bone in her gorgeous body. I try to walk away, but one taste and I know she belongs to me. Now, I just have to convince her. 

      Esther

      I expected what happened in Jamaica to stay in Jamaica. Instead, Mr. Walking Fantasy, AKA Will Sexton, AKA, “the bad boy of baseball”  has shown up in my small Texas town claiming our marriage is real. Now we’re sharing a cabin and being stalked by photographers. Will is beautiful on the outside, that’s what everyone sees, but I see the heart he protects. It’s even more perfect than his face, and he wants to give it to me. I never imagined my fake vacation wedding might lead to my real life happily ever after. Am I really ready for that?
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      Esther

       

      I’ve always been a bit of a nervous flyer (because, hello! Big flying tube of death!). But today, I’m nervous for an entirely new reason. 

      Namely, I’m sitting on a flight to Jamaica for the romantic getaway my boyfriend planned, and … he’s not here.

      Just to be clear, he was here. Like twenty minutes ago, waiting to board, he was here. We drove to the airport together. We held hands in the security line. 

      We shared a Cinnabon at the gate, for cripes sake!

      Then they called our boarding group, and suddenly he needed to use the restroom one last time. And I haven’t seen him since.

      I glance down at the phone and the numerous texts I’ve sent him. 

       

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Where are you? 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: We’re boarding the plane, so I got on like you suggested. I wish you would have waited to go to the bathroom once we were in the air.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: Jaxon! This isn’t funny. 

      

      

      

      

      

       

      I hit the call button, but it immediately goes to his voicemail. “Jaxon, where are you? They’re going to close the doors soon. They’ve called your name a couple of times. I don’t know if I should get off the plane or wait here.” 

      I stare at my phone and will him to text or call me back, but my screen stays blank. Where is he? 

      Disappearing in an airport is not his style. Just to be clear: Jason Bourne he is not.

      Jaxon is the most stable, sensible person I know. Is he a little boring? Maybe, but I prefer to think of him as steady. Measured. Sedate. He’s like Colonel Brandon, the Alan Rickman character Kate Winslet falls in love with after that douchebag Willoughby breaks her heart.

      My point is he’s not the kind of man to disappear in an airport.

      Was he kidnapped? Did he trip and fall? And hit his head? And pass out? While simultaneously turning his phone off?

      The flight attendant appears down the aisle with an older woman behind. She’s a couple of decades older than I am and has the look of a harried but cool mom.

      “Here you go, ma’am,” the flight attendant says. She’s pointing to Jaxon’s seat. 

      “Wait!” I shake my head. “That’s my boyfriend’s seat. He just went to the bathroom.” I release a nervous laugh. “He’ll be right here any minute.” 

      The flight attendant gives me a patient smile. “Oh, sweetie,” she says. “Was he wearing a really ugly Hawaiian-type shirt?”

      My heart feels as if it’s pounding in my throat. I try to swallow around it as I wrack my brain to remember what Jaxon was wearing. “Uh, yeah, I think so.” 

      “Then you must be Astor,” she says. 

      “Esther.”

      “Sure. He told me to tell you, ‘He’s sorry, but he’s not going.’” Then the flight attendant helps the woman get settled in Jaxon’s seat. 

      I try to stand, grabbing at my stuff under the seat in front of me. 

      “Where are you going?” The flight attendant asks. 

      “Something must be wrong with him, so I’m getting off the plane.”

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible. We’ve already closed the doors. You’ll have to enjoy Jamaica without him. Don’t worry, hun, you won’t even miss him.” Then the flight attendant turns on her heel and walks to the front of the plane. 

      I drop my stuff and stare at my hands. My vision blurs as tears swim in my eyes. I exhale slowly. 

      “Are you all right, dear?” the lady next to me asks. 

      She has that motherly look about her. You know the one? Where you can just tell this woman knows how to handle all the situations. She probably has Benadryl and anti-diarrhea medicine in her purse. I’d bet a snack, too, and maybe some band-aids. 

      I sniffle. “This was supposed to be a romantic trip with my boyfriend.” 

      “What happened?”

      “We were about to board, and he said he had to go to the bathroom. But I guess that was a big, stupid lie.” I drop my head into my hands. “I feel like such an idiot. My sister told me to be careful, and I didn’t listen. I figured she didn’t know what she was talking about. But it turns out I’m a fool.” 

      “Oh, honey,” my new airplane mom says. “Some people just aren’t raised right.” She clicks her tongue. “I can tell you were, though. You’ll find someone better who will know how to treat such a pretty girl like you.”

      “Seems unlikely,” I mumble. “He was my first boyfriend, and I guess I thought I’d gotten lucky.” I release a weak laugh. 

      “I know how you feel. Once upon a time I was wild over a boy who turned out to be a complete turd of a human. But that break-up ended up being perfect. Of course, I couldn’t see that then. I thought my existence was ruined because he broke up with me on prom night. But you know what I did?”

      I shake my head, finding myself very interested in her story.

      “I went to that dance anyways. Met my husband there. We shared our first dance, and we never looked back. That was nearly thirty years ago.” 

      I sniffle again. “That’s a beautiful story.”

      “Well, thank you, honey. My point is that right now, everything may seem ruined. But you never know what you’re going to be just on time for.” 

      I nod. “Thank you. Truly.” In all honesty, I’m confused and frustrated by the situation. Jaxon was convenient, but he certainly never made me feel like my book boyfriends make me feel.  

      “Things could be worse,” she says. “You could be sitting in that seat over there.” She nods to our right, where a young boy sits. The man in front of him has his chair reclined all the way back so it’s almost in the boy’s lap. 

      I giggle. “I should be thankful I don’t have a giant lying in my lap.” 

      Even from the tiny glimpse I have of this stranger, I know he’s the opposite of Jaxon. A man with arms like that is a man of action. He’s probably ridiculously handsome, too. He’s definitely a real Willoughby.

      How can I tell that from just the top of his head and his bicep? Just trust me, I can. I am an excellent judge of character and I’m a life-long reader, so I know a scoundrel when I see one. Or rather, I know the bicep of a scoundrel when I see one.

      The boy that Willoughby has reclined back into seems content though with a tablet in his hands and a giant bag of gummy bears on his mom’s lap opened towards him. 

      Kinda wish I had a bag of gummy bears. 

      I thought Jaxon was going to propose on this trip. I knew that would be fast because we’ve only been going out for a few months. But we’re both adults, and that seems to be how things are done at this point. My friend, Hanna, met a guy online, and they were engaged six weeks later.

      Jaxon and I have been a couple for nearly twice that long, and he was the one who booked this romantic couples trip, so I assumed it was because of something big. I mean, how romantic would it be to get engaged while on a tropical vacation?  Very, if you don’t know.

      My parents are the ones that set us up. Jaxon works in my dad’s lab at the university. So our dates often consist of me reading quietly while he works on some of the samples in the lab.

      But I’m content with that. I love my books and reading is my happy place.

      I’m not in love with Jaxon. At least not yet. But I’ve read enough historical romance arranged marriage books to know that love grows after time.   

      I consider myself an expert on romance. Since I started reading romance novels, I’ve read no fewer than six a week for the last five years, give or take. So we’re talking at a minimum of fifteen hundred romances that I’ve devoured. 

      Jaxon and I even had a meet-cute. Well, as much as you can when your dad is in the room and subsequently introduces you after you run head-first into someone. So we were on a trajectory for a HEA—that’s “happily ever after” for those of you who might not know. The best part was that he didn’t pressure me at all for the physical stuff. I told him early on that I wasn’t ready, and he said he was content to wait. Now I’m wondering why he was such a gentleman about it. He probably has other girls he’s been stringing along. What a toad.

      I pick up my phone and send one more text to my now ex-boyfriend, Jaxon. 

       

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You’re a turd, and I hope you get a toenail fungus.
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