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For all the curvy girls.

Believe in yourself.

You are worthy.

You are beautiful.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

[image: ]


What in the world had she gotten herself into?

Natalie’s book was ready. Yet, her cover artist was in the hospital... In the past week, she had tried reaching out to several others with the experience and the skills needed to help her. But all declined, stating they had deadlines to take care of and that it would be months before they would even get to her project.

She had already announced the upcoming release of her book. Her heartbeat quickened as she considered the possibility of not following through with her promise. She couldn’t do that to her readers. 

Natalie’s heartbeat sped to full gallop as panic set in. She swiped the back of her hand across the sweat beading across her forehead. This had never happened to her before. She had never missed a deadline. If she didn’t have a cover- The possibility stilled her heart and rendered her mute. What was she going to do? Her fans had waited for too long for her next release with heady anticipation. She wouldn’t let them down. 

Ideas zipped through Natalie’s mind, firing in rapid succession as she zipped through each possibility, swiping it left and out of her mind as if on a dating site searching for her perfect match.

Natalie’s eyes widened as a possible solution floated above her head like a light bulb in one of those old cartoons. 

“Wait a minute.” She snatched her phone off the table next to her, unlocked it with her passcode, and then clicked on one of the multitudes of icons across her screen. She then clicked on an arrow at the top right of the page, which took her off the popular social media site and into a private messaging program. 

Biting into her bottom lip, Natalie scrolled slowly through the multitude of names, eyeballing the miniature pictures next to each and searching for the one she wanted to contact. If she could find her, she might be able to help. She scrolled halfway down when she huffed out a long, deliberate sigh. Then she scrolled back up again just in case she missed her name. Scrunching her eyebrows together, Natalie reversed direction to discover the rest of the names on her list in the hopes she hadn’t come across her yet. 

She grunted in frustration. “Where is she? I know she’s here. I’ve contacted her before, but it’s been a long time. Oh please... she has to be here. Am I missing her name, somehow?”

Her thumb stopped its downward slide as she sucked in a breath of air. Martina Jacobs. She stared at the familiar name, but the picture beside it was not hers. It was a man, a very handsome man. He was an incredible Adonis with a broad chest and impeccable abs. Was it Martina, or did someone steal her account? 

Cautionary words lingered in her mind, warning Natalie to tread carefully, but she had no chance to play devil’s advocate. Not now. She was desperate. She needed help. She would have to throw caution to the wind, hoping that what she was about to do was what she intended. 

The last thing she wanted was to contact Martina and find out it was some weirdo, instead posing as her and wanting money or worse, from Natalie. If they started asking Natalie for her bank information, she’d know, immediately, something was wrong. She would end the conversation as quickly as she started it and block the person from contacting her ever again. She crossed her fingers and then clicked on Martina’s name and started typing.

Hey. Been a long time. Hope you’re doing well. Can I talk to you about your models? I need a cover. Let me know. Thanks.

The response came back quicker than she expected.

Tell me what you’re looking for on the cover. What genre? What does the main character look like?

Natalie tapped her index finger across her chin. Hmmm... She had vied with several competing images this past week, narrowing down what was essential, and what mirrored the book's main contents. 

After a few long seconds, her fingers hovered over the keyboard and then flew across it feverishly.

Contemporary Romance. Well... my main character is self-assured, wealthy, a bit of an entrepreneur, and into keeping healthy. He has to be good-looking, with dark brown hair and brown eyes. About five feet, eight inches or taller with a nice build, firm chest, you know, the drill. Like my past covers.

Natalie had been drooling over the lust-filled images popping up randomly in her head for the past week. All in anticipation of the sexy, hard-bodied men her cover artist would come up with. Then she received the shocking news about her cover artist. Natalie’s stress level went from nil to the danger zone in one second as she scrambled for a backup plan. 

Do you want the guy in a certain pose? By himself or with someone else? Want something in the background?

Did she want him in a pose? Natalie chuckled, her smile serious as she considered what she expected her cover to look like. Natalie stared at the screen, ready to respond, when Martina’s next text message popped up.

I think I have the right guy. He’s kind of new, though. Hasn’t been on a cover yet, but he fits your description to a tee. What do you think? I can send over some images for you to look at.

She licked her lips while her fingers tapped across the keyboard. 

Sure. I want him by himself, maybe inside a building with windows in the background and a skyline? 

Cool. I’ll send you a few images of him you can look at. If he works, I’ll send you the contract and work on some mock-ups for you.

That’s wonderful. Thanks.

Natalie blew out a happy sigh of relief. After a week of hopelessness, this conversation placed a ray of sunshine back in Natalie’s path. In the past, Natalie had perused images of Martina’s models, curious  about their appearance. Although she did not know the particular one Martina referred to, she was sure any of them would do. They were all sexy, inspiring, bold, ripped men. She was able to picture any of them on her book covers.
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Nathan, Andrews. That was his name. Actually, that was his formal name. Martina said he preferred to be called Nate.

Natalie lifted the water-marked images a little higher, holding her phone in line with her brown irises to take a better look. When she scrolled Martina’s messages to glance at the first image of him, her jaw dropped, and the phone slipped from her grasp. She caught her breath, first, and then the phone, snatching it in mid-air as it plummeted toward an inevitable end. Nate was hot. Impossibly so. With his long-sleeved, stark white dress shirt just barely hanging off the edges of his broad shoulders, her view consisted of—defined abs, a bare, wide chest, washboard abs, a sexy smirk adorning his chiseled face, and...did she mention his amazing abs? 

Holy Toledo! This guy was the real deal. The funny part was that Nate wasn’t a drawing someone whipped up. He was a real person. Yeah...Well, maybe as real as a model could get. 

Your ordinary, average male didn’t look like him. She figured it took Nate long hours in the gym—possibly  on a daily basis to accomplish his figure—and his diet? She snorted as healthy options whisked through her mind. Nate’s diet likely consisted of staples such as leafy lettuce salads and pure, plain water. Not the more than occasional indulgences she partook in. Hence, her full bosom, wide hips, and curvy figure compared to his stellar, low-fat tolerance, muscle-bound one. 

Seriously. She could’ve sworn there wasn’t a smidgen of fat on the man unless it was hidden somewhere underneath the long, lean, panty-melting muscle. As much as she envied his physically fit physique, she had to admire it, too. 

He was more than she bargained for. He was much better than what she had envisioned. Frown lines etched across her forehead. There was only one question that perplexed her. The fact that he hadn’t been on a cover yet. She didn’t understand why. He was gorgeous! Maybe he hadn’t been discovered yet? If so, she struck gold! She readily signed the contract and snatched him up before someone else did.

The next few weeks she and Martina spent ironing out the details of the cover and the dimensions of the paperback. Entering her user ID, and password, she clicked on her email for the final time and uploaded all she needed. She  created her e-book and paperback, then announced her accomplishment on several social media sites.. What a grand feat. With the recent hiccup, she thought she was done. 

However, despite the chaos, and with Martina’s help, she was able to accomplish everything well within her time frame to push the book on her already announced day of release. 

Now it was time to celebrate, and there was no better person to help her honor her latest accomplishment than her partner in crime, and best friend, Jane.

Natalie teetered on the edge of the  coffee shop door and peered in through the clear glass window, searching for her friend before she stepped foot into the place. Not spotting her, she knew she couldn’t linger at the door much longer without causing a bit of a stir. Her right hand reached up to pull at the handle, opening it wide enough for her to step inside. She smiled at the hostess as she approached. 

“Hi. I’m just meeting up with my friend. I was looking for her. She’s hard to miss. Long, flaming red hair, tall, thin. Really beautiful.” Natalie’s gaze followed the hostess’ hand as it motioned toward the back, left of the room. She spotted Jane and frantically waved at her while she mouthed a thank you to the hostess, taking off in the direction the hostess had pointed.

Jane placed her menu down on the table. “Hey, there you are. Got caught up in traffic?”

Natalie lobbed her sweatshirt over the back of the chair. She slumped onto the worn cushioned seat, and then shuffled her shoulder-length purse into her lap. “Just finishing up some last-minute touches for the book.”

Jane leaned across the table, her eyes filled with a bit of sparkle. Her mouth gaped open with a happy smile. “So you got it off the ground? It’s available now?”

Natalie smiled, the corners of her lips spreading higher and higher with every passing second. Her head bobbed up and down with marked enthusiasm. “It’s available for pre-order.”

Jane squealed and clapped her hands. “Yes! You go, girl. I’m so proud of you. Number twenty, already, right?”

“Yeah. I’m so happy. Thanks.”

Jane pointed at Natalie and then back at the table. “Lunch is on me. My treat because you are so awesome. You continue writing and doing what you love. That’s wonderful!”

“Jane, you are so sweet. What would I ever do without you?”

“I have no idea, Nat. No idea.”

Natalie gave her a playful slap to her shoulder while Jane pretended to wince.

“So, show me the cover. I know you’ve been locked up in your home working on it all week. I haven’t even had a chance to see you. It must be good.”

Natalie whipped her index finger up through a couple of screens on her cell phone and then held the phone in front of Jane’s face.

Jane leaned back a bit in her seat, her eyes squinting at first and then widening. Her jaw dropped. She exclaimed. “No! That’s the cover? What! Are you serious?”

Natalie’s heart stopped. She sprung her hand back, shoving the screen in front of her eyes. Did she show Jane the wrong picture? No. The cover of her latest book, Off Limits, greeted her. Her eyebrows furrowed as her gaze scanned over the contents of the cover, searching for the error or blatant mistake that Jane discovered, but she didn’t. Her heart kicked up several beats as she considered the gravity of placing a cover on one of her books, making her readers react the same way Jane did. “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

Jane chuffed. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing at all. That guy is gorgeous! Did you see how hot that man was? I mean...wow.”

Natalie’s right hand whipped out. She slapped Jane across her left shoulder again. “Oh. My. God! You had me so scared there for a second. I thought I had done something wrong. I thought something was wrong with the cover. Holy shit, girl! Don’t do that to me ever again. I almost died.”

Jane slammed her right hand against the table, bouncing it up and down repeatedly as she laughed. 

“That’s not funny. You really scared me.”

Jane held her hands up in the air in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, I’m sorry. Seriously, though. Have you met that guy? He’s a looker. You don’t have him on your other covers, do you?”

“No. He’s new, actually. I guess he’s trying to break into the business.”

“Well,  I can tell you he’s going to have great success! The guy’s going to be a hit. Snatch him up for your next book before someone else does.”

“He’s not mine. It’s not like I can commission him to be exclusively my cover model.”

“Why not?”

She tilted her head. “Because I’m not made out of money. I’m an author, you know. We don’t make that much.”

Jane shook her head. “Girrrl...I’m just saying.”

“I know, but if he ends up on someone else’s cover, more power to him. I mean, it is what he wants to do for a living. Like you said, he really is good looking so I can see other authors wanting him now that he’s out there.”

“Speaking of which, when’s your next big show?”

Natalie grinned. “It’s coming up in a month. I’m bringing the paperbacks with me.” She waggled her eyebrows.

“Why don’t you consider inviting him to go with you? You know, like be your model while you’re at your table. He can help you sell Off Limits, and sign it, too, with you.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Um... I don’t know if he’s free at that time.” 

Jane narrowed her eyes and stayed silent for several long seconds. “You didn’t ask, did you? I can see it in your eyes. Listen, girl, I’m not your best friend for nothing. I know when you’re not telling the truth. Or are you trying to hold something back?”

“I’m not trying to lie. I just-I just- don’t think he’d be interested.” She waved her hand in the air in a dismissive gesture.

“Why the hell not?”

“Why the hell so? Besides, I only have one book with him on the cover.”

Jane pointed at Natalie. “I know what it is. You think he’s too hot. You’re intimidated by him.”

Natalie widened her eyes. She felt a familiar heat coating her cheeks. “No, I’m not!”

“Yeah, you are. It’s okay. You’re beautiful. You just don’t know it., and do you know what the good part is? You don’t have to date him. You just have to be friendly and pay for him to be there. That’s all. He’ll help you sell your books. Believe me, he will. Probably your entire collection. Did you take a look at those abs? I mean, did you take a nice long look?”

It was Natalie’s turn to laugh. “That’s exactly what I thought when I first saw his picture. His abs....mmm.” She sighed. “You’re right, though. He really is good-looking. What in the hell would we have to talk about, though? I have nothing in common with him.”

Jane shook her finger at Natalie as if scolding her. “You don’t know that.” She paused for effect. “And listen, next time you find a picture of a good-looking guy like that, you need to share it with your best friend. She needs her fantasies too. Now I have to buy Off Limits.”

Natalie laughed. “I’ll give you the link. Just kidding... I’ll give you a copy once I have the paperback in hand. I’ll even sign it for you if you want.” 

“Great. Now all I need is a cozy fireplace, a soft bed, and my dildo.”

Natalie laughed out loud. “You have all of that, and, sorry, I can’t help you with that last part. You are on your own with that one. I’m sure with all the devices you own, there’s one in there somewhere you prefer.”

Jane winked. “Don’t you know it?”

Natalie snorted. “I do. I know you just like you know me. It’s both a curse, and a blessing.” She snickered, and then she picked up the menu, and opened it. “Now, let’s eat before they kick us out for having too much fun.”

Jane picked up her menu and laughed. “I love you, my bestie.”
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When Nate got the call, he wasn’t sure what to think. His heart had raced, from elation, at the prospect of being on someone’s cover. He had waited for so long for the opportunity, and it was finally here. Yet, a part of him remained in disbelief.

“Wait a minute. Did I hear that correctly? Can you repeat it?” He smashed his cell phone into his ear. He re-focused his hearing, blocking out as much outside noise as possible through pure will so he could accurately listen to what Martina was attempting to convey.

“I said I have an author interested in you for one of her covers. You’re going to be on a book cover, Nate! See, I told you it was going to happen one day. It was just a matter of time. It’s a waiting game. Now it’s your turn to shine.”

“Who is it?”

“It’s Natalie Scott. You might not have heard of her. She’s a local indie author, and her contemporary romance is pretty popular.”

Nate’s fingers grabbed ahold of his desk drawer knob. He pulled back on it, hard to open it. Swiping the notepaper scattered off to one side and then a pen, he jotted down the name before it slipped from his mind. “Natalie Scott, you said?”

“I know you’re writing this down. Look her up. You’re perfect for her covers. She uses a lot of good-looking men to grace her books.”

Nate smiled. “You flatter me. But, yes, I will be looking her up later. So when will Off Limits be released? I’ll have to look out for it.”

“She said in three weeks. The book cover was the last thing she needed. I’m working on the formats for her e-book and paperback, right now. I think this is great for you, Nate. You need to go out and celebrate your accomplishment. You deserve it.”

“Thanks, Martina. If it wasn’t for you, I never would’ve gotten into the business in the first place.”

“Nathan, I’ve known you forever. Practically, since you were in diapers. You had it in you all along. It just took you a while to come to terms with it, but I’m glad you did.”

“Yeah, thanks for giving me a chance.”

“Sure, no problem. Have a nice evening now. I’ll let you know if anything else comes up.”

“Okay. Sounds good.” Nate clicked on the red dot at the bottom of the screen to end the call, and then he dropped the phone next to him. He cradled his forehead in his right hand, and reviewed the conversation he just had with Martina. Martina was his mom’s best friend. They had known each other for years before he came into the picture. 

He knew who his next phone call should be, if she didn’t already know the happy news. Grabbing his cell phone, he swiveled the screen toward
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