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“ME? A MODEL? You’ve got to be kidding.”




Janica Ellis’s lower lip trembled. “Please, Lily. Sonia has the stomach flu. She was my only plus-sized model. You’re my last hope.” Gesturing to the skimpy, colorful dresses hanging from the rack beside her, she added, “This is my big break. My first big fashion show with major buyers in the audience. You just need to model one dress for me.”




Under most circumstances, Lily Ellis would do anything to help out her little sister. But not when “anything” included showcasing her un-model-perfect size-sixteen body under glaring lights while tottering down a runway in stiletto heels. Already she could hear the baffled whispers from the audience of, “What is that cow doing up on the stage?” She would pass out from humiliation.




She already felt painfully uncool among this cutting-edge crowd of designers and artists. Just walking the two busy city blocks from the parking garage to the Moscone Center in the very hip San Francisco, South of Market area, was enough to make Lily feel like she had the word “boring” stamped across her chest.




Shaking her head forcefully, Lily raised her voice over the din of the models, makeup artists, and designers backstage. “I came to sit in the audience and applaud your incredible clothes, not to put on a skintight, see-through dress and parade around like a lumbering elephant.”




So then why, Lily wondered moments later, am I being poked with pins and made up by an androgynous makeup artist?




A sarcastic inner voice wasted no time in replying, Because you’re a lily-livered pushover, that’s why.




How apt the name Lily was. Even among flowers, lilies were overly large. If she had been named Petunia or Violet, would she have been petite and cute, with a button nose and straight brown hair? In her daydreams, Lily was a reed-slim, perfectly toned size six, with straight blond hair and sparkling blue eyes, who everyone gazed at with envy. Just like the women on the Pilates infomercials that she watched late at night alone in her apartment. As it was, all she had going for her was the blue eyes. But given the fact that they were onher face, Lily figured they might as well have been mud brown. And as far as Lily was concerned, her out-of-control curly red hair and pale skin didn’t help matters any. She slumped her shoulders in defeat.




Janica grunted with displeasure and forcefully pushed Lily’s shoulder blades together. “You need to keep your back straight for me to get the fit right.”




But when Lily looked in the mirror and saw nothing but a huge pair of breasts encased in a wildly printed sheer mesh fabric, she choked on a hysterical laugh.




“Janica, stop,” she pleaded. “My chest looks like the spinnaker of a large ship.”




Her sister glanced into the mirror, and insisted, “It does not.”




Because of the barely masked worry in Janica’s eyes, Lily wished she had kept her mouth shut. Trying to make her baby sister laugh, Lily said, “Don’t worry, Jan. Swashbuckling pirates always hightail it toward small, cute girls with twenty-inch waists and French manicures, so your dress should come through the salty seas just fine.”




Around a mouthful of pins Janica giggled. “Lils, you’ve got an overactive imagination. Pirate ships and salty seas. Your creative talents are definitely wasted at Barker’s Furniture. Besides, most women would kill to have boobs like yours.” Janica gestured to her A cups. “Like me, for instance. Besides, who wouldn’t want your gorgeous curls and your peaches-and-cream coloring? Which, if you hadn’t already noticed, is perfectly highlighted by this fabric.” Janica took a step back to study Lily more closely and sucked in a breath. “Wow, you look incredible. You’re going to blow all of the other models away up there. It’s as if I made this dress just for you.”




Lily opened her mouth to disagree with her sister’s compliments when the makeup artist bit out, “Hold your head still. I’m doing your lip line now.”




Hardly daring to breathe, Lily decided that a few minutes of extreme public humiliation was worth it if it could make the person she loved most in the world happy. Lily thought back to the day Janica had made her first dress, nearly twenty years ago, when they had gone to live with Grandma Ellen after their parents’ death. Only ten years old herself, Lily had been so proud of her talented, sparkling five-year-old sister. Every now and then when it felt like Janica was growing up and getting further and further away from her, Lily pulled the soft red-and-white gingham sundress out from the dusty box underneath her bed and rubbed the fabric against her cheek.




You are going to have to suck it up and pull yourself together, Lily told herself in a firm voice, when a size-zero model skipped by, all long legs and pouty lips.




Lily promptly lost hold of her false confidence. Her legs trembled, and the dress fluttered around her knees, mimicking the quivering in her stomach.




“Would it help if Luke was here to cheer you on?” Janica asked with concern.




Lily stopped chewing on her lip. No question about it, her best friend Luke was exactly the right person to see her through this terrible ordeal. He would make some silly joke about the whole thing, and she’d forget about how big and jiggly and stupid she felt wrapped up in high fashion, like Jell-O in cellophane. Maybe they could go see that new Queen Latifah movie when the whole thing was over. Lily loved any actress who had a full figure. It proved that other women had curves, too.




Feeling slightly calmer, Lily nodded and pinned a falsely bright smile on her face as she grabbed Janica’s cell phone and dialed Luke’s number. She quickly explained the situation to him and felt a thousand times better after she hung up.




Thank God for her best friend. He would never let her down.


•   •   •




LUKE CARSON closed his cell phone with a snap, stood up, and threw down a twenty. “Sorry to drink and run, bro, but I’ve got more important things to do right now.”




“Gotta get on your white horse again?” Travis Carson asked, his full mouth twisting at the corners.




Luke ignored Travis, like he had ignored him for the past thirty years whenever he was being a total jerk. So, as he had for the past three decades, Travis kept digging away at his younger-by-sixty-seconds brother.




“You never should have rescued her cat from up in the tree in first grade,” Travis drawled. “It set a bad precedent. A really bad precedent.”




Travis took a slug of his beer but kept his eye on his twin brother to gauge his reaction to the ribbing. Luke had been best friends with Lily for nearly twenty-five years. Travis wondered why they weren’t married yet.




Or at least doing the nasty on a regular basis.




Because even though they almost never talked about Lily, and Travis made it a point to avoid her whenever possible, more often than not Luke couldn’t hang out with the guys because he already had plans with Lily.




“You might as well admit that she’s your girlfriend, already.”




“I would if she was,” Luke said, not the least bit bothered by Travis’s jibes. “I’ll see you for some one-on-one basketball tomorrow,” Luke added, but before he walked away from the table he was interrupted by the insistent ring of his cell phone.




Luke flipped open the cover. “Now? You’re kidding? No, don’t worry, I’ll be there in ten.” He turned his bright green eyes to Travis.




Travis put down his empty beer bottle and shook his head. “You know I hate it when you look at me like that. And the answer is no.”




Luke gave Travis a conciliatory smile. “She needs me, Travis. And since I’ve got to be in the ER, you need to be me.” At Travis’s skeptical glance, Luke said, “Remember how often we pulled this off when we were kids? Besides, I’m sure it’ll be dark in there. Sit close enough that she’ll be able to see you.”




“But not close enough that she gets a good look at me,” Travis finished for him. “I still know the drill.”




“And be sure to wave when she looks over. Hopefully, it’ll be dark enough in the audience that she won’t realize that I’m you until the show’s over.”




“Sounds like a good plan,” Travis said, then shook his head. “But I’ve got a date.”




“I’ll personally call Bimbos Are Us and cancel for you,” Luke said. “And to sweeten the deal, tomorrow afternoon I’ll let you beat me at hoops.”




Travis thought about what being stuck with Lily all night would be like. Definitely boring. Especially compared to what he had been planning to do with the stacked brunette bartender who had already given him her number. Now there was a woman who a guy could have a good time with.




But another glance at his twin was enough to convince Travis that he needed to do it in the name of brotherhood. Even though they didn’t always see eye to eye, Luke was the one person Travis would do anything for. Travis considered himself to be a pretty nice guy, all in all. He did volunteer work building homes for the needy, and no matter how busy he was he always kicked the soccer ball around with whatever kid was hanging out on the street in front of his house.




Feeling noble, Travis agreed to step into his brother’s shoes for the night. “Okay. I’ll do it. But I’ll beat you tomorrow on the blacktop fair and square.”




Luke slapped him on the shoulder. “I knew I could count on you. In any case, this should be right up your alley. You’re going to a fashion show downtown. Moscone Center.”




Travis laughed out loud. “Lily is in a fashion show? She barely has the guts to walk down the street, let alone a runway.”




“Watch it, Travis,” Luke warned, his hand already in a tight fist.




Travis took a step backward. Luke didn’t have much of a sense of humor when it came to Lily. “I’m kidding,” he said. He might have been a minute older than Luke, but his twin had a mean right hook.




Luke uncurled his fingers and took a step back. “I hope she’ll forgive me for sending you in my place tonight.” Luke ran his fingers through his dark hair. “Although I have a feeling that if she figures out that I’m you, she may never speak to me again.”




Travis tried to ignore the sting of being told just how much Lily disliked him. What did he care? After all, he was the one who had broken ties with her long ago. When they were ten years old Luke had tried to ask Travis why he didn’t want to be friends with Lily anymore, especially since they had all been such good friends up until fifth grade. But since Travis never answered, Luke stopped asking.




“I’ll bet her spoiled-rotten little sister is using and abusing her again,” Luke said. “She needs someone on her team tonight. I wish I could be there, but the ER is jammed.”




Travis felt a twinge of sympathy for Lily, but then caught himself and quickly squashed the sentiment. Women were great for a night out on the town and getting sweaty with between the sheets. Not for emotional entanglement. Travis couldn’t imagine being shackled to one woman for the rest of his life.




“Try to be nice for once, Trav,” Luke added, his eyes promising serious consequences should Travis do anything to upset Lily.




Travis gave his twin a look of wide-eyed innocence. “Don’t worry about it. With all of those models around, I’m definitely going to be on my best behavior.”




“I’ll bet,” Luke muttered as he led the way out of the bar and hailed a cab to the hospital. Travis grinned at his brother’s back, as always delighting in irking his twin. But then Travis thought about watching Lily make a fool of herself in a fashion show, and his delight disappeared.




He hopped into the next available cab and fifteen minutes later he was smack-dab in the middle of the unbridled sights and sounds of downtown San Francisco. He soaked up the chaos on the streets, the traffic jams and loud stereos booming from the markets and upstairs apartments.




I haven’t been living wild enough lately, he realized. Too many nights burning the midnight oil over blueprints in the office were to blame.




Not that he was complaining about the success of his architectural firm. On the contrary, Travis thrived on the competition and cutting-edge creativity entailed in building worlds for his clients to live in. A natural-born salesperson, Travis had never had a client say no to him. He loved the precision of designing and building the perfect structure and was known for clean lines and sweeping vistas.




The cab stopped in front of the Moscone Center, and Travis paid the driver. He gave his brother’s name to the bouncer at the door and walked onto the huge dance floor, taking a moment to get used to the rainbow of lights and earsplitting Electronica booming from the speakers on the ceilings. Three lithe women walked past him, the boldest one in the skimpiest dress eying him up and down, making it clear that she liked what she saw. Travis grinned. Maybe tonight wasn’t going to be such a waste after all.




After he was done pretending to be Luke, he was going to take home a cute little thing in a thong. Models weren’t the greatest lays—they were too busy putting themselves in flattering positions to get really steamy in the sack—but they sure were nice to look at. And Travis greatly enjoyed looking at pretty things.




He grabbed a martini from a passing waiter and looked for an open seat far enough from the stage for Lily to think he was his twin brother if she glanced in his direction. No one had ever been able to tell them apart, so Travis wasn’t worried about fooling her. In any case he was pretty sure her nerves would turn the audience into one big blur of faces. How could she possibly pick him out of the crowd? Regardless, as soon as she made it backstage in one piece he was out of there. And then Luke could go back to his seemingly full-time job of picking up Lily’s pieces.




Spotting an empty chair between a petite blonde and a built brunette, Travis made his way over to it. He took off his leather jacket and propped one jeans-clad leg up on the back of a chair, letting the gin work its way down his throat.




Travis watched the tiny blonde to his left take in his well-defined biceps and triceps, the washboard stomach beneath his thin T-shirt, and long-past-five-o’clock shadow. He knew he looked like he visited the gym on a daily basis, but the truth was he’d been blessed with good genes. The only reason he ever hit the gym was to convince some hot young thing to swap reaching her target heart rate on the treadmill in favor of exceeding it as she came beneath him. He much preferred playing a game of pickup basketball to any kind of organized exercise regime.




“Hi, handsome,” the blonde said, her gaze on the bulge between his legs.




You should see how big it is when I’m turned on, he thought silently as he cocked an eyebrow and raised his martini glass in greeting.




Coyly, she asked, “Are you with one of the models?”




Taking his time to answer, Travis ran his tongue over his lower lip to lick off the lingering liquor. The blonde watched the progression with obvious hunger.




“Not exactly,” he said.




She leaned in close, giving Travis the chance to look straight into her cleavage.




She’s a B cup, maybe C, Travis thought with disinterest.




Travis noted his apathy with surprise. Not interested in a hot, perfect specimen of a woman who was offering him exactly what he wanted? Not jumping at the offer of no-holds-barred, anonymous sex?




He had definitely been putting in too many long hours in the office.




The music jumped by ten decibels as the first model hit the stage. Travis slumped farther down in the chair, already counting the seconds until the show was over and he could get the blonde or the brunette—or both—into bed.




Luke’s voice played in his head, saying, “Try to be nice for once.” He didn’t know why Lily pushed all of his wrong buttons, just that she did. It was everything about her, from her round body to her meek mouth and fluffy red hair. Even her blue eyes seemed too big on her face.




But most of all, Travis couldn’t stand the way she hung all over his twin. Not to mention the fact that Luke didn’t seem to mind. Travis shook his head and drained his martini glass. How his brother could be such close friends with such a Goody Two-shoes he’d never understand. But then again, Luke had always been the caretaker, the kind of guy who supported the underdog. Somehow Luke had gotten all of the nice genes in their mother’s womb.




Travis smiled and relaxed back into his seat, perfectly comfortable with who he was, inside and out. The only thorn in his side was Lily. For some reason he was always ill at ease when she was in the same room with him. He could feel her eyes on him, almost as if she were seeing things he didn’t intend for anyone to see.




Which was ridiculous, he knew. Travis didn’t have any secrets. As far as he was concerned, he was an open book. He worked hard, played hard, and made no apologies for anything he did, because there was nothing to apologize for.




Regardless, for the next hour, he had to pretend to be on Lily’s team, or his brother would have his butt on a spear. He composed his angled jaw and green eyes into a mask of interest and support, all the while thinking about how good the blonde’s silicone-injected lips were going to feel wrapped around his cock.


•   •   •




LILY’S FEET WERE KILLING HER in the four-inch spike heels, and she wished she could sit down, but she was afraid she’d wrinkle the dress. And then Janica would definitely kill her. She leaned against the wall, her heart pounding a mile a minute.




Lily, who never, ever drank—she was sure she’d say or do something she couldn’t take back in the morning if she let her guard down for even one night—knew that she shouldn’t drink any of the plentiful alcohol backstage. But she was so nervous that when the makeup artist thrust a glass of champagne into her hands, and ordered, “Drink this or you’ll look like a ghost out there with such a white face,” all Lily could do was gulp it down. The empty glass was instantly replaced with a full one.




She still couldn’t tell if the makeup artist was a he or a she, but as the fizzy liquid made its way down her throat into her flip-flopping belly, Lily hardly cared anymore. She took another large swallow of the sweet, tart champagne and felt infinitely better.




“Luke’s here,” Janica said after popping her head from between the curtains. “He’s on the right side of the stage, four rows back.”




Lily smiled and tried to give her sister a thumbs-up, forgetting that she was holding on to the champagne glass. Her head buzzed and she looked at the upside-down empty glass in surprise.




Janica rushed over. “What are you doing? You’re not getting drunk are you?”




“No,” Lily said, her cheeks flushing. “I didn’t even want to drink it,” she insisted as she handed the empty glass over, her every move overly precise.




“That’s funny, ’cause your glass is empty,” Janica said, sarcasm dripping off every word. “You know you can’t hold your liquor.”




“Oh,” was all Lily could say.




Janica looked like she was going to scream with irritation, but instead she threw her arms around Lily, opting for a pep talk instead. “Thanks so much for doing this for me. I know how much you hate being in front of crowds, but you are going to do so great out there tonight. Have I mentioned lately how you’re the best big sister in the whole world?”




Lily sobered up a little and put on a brave face. “Don’t worry about me, honey. I’m going to do you proud. I promise.” She shooed Janica off. “Go on. Your line is up next. Get back to work.”




Janica dropped a light kiss on Lily’s cheek and scurried off to make sure her lead models were ready to walk. Lily started to rub her eyes wearily, but remembered at the last minute all the makeup she was wearing. A waiter rounded the corner with a tray of champagne and her hand shot out, seemingly of its own accord.




“One more couldn’t hurt,” she said as she brought the rim of the glass to her lips. Besides, all of a sudden being a runway model for a night didn’t seem so bad. She only had to make it down to the end of the plank to pose for pictures. It would take sixty seconds, tops, then she’d go find Luke and they would have a good laugh about it all.




Just so long as he didn’t bring his twin brother with him. When Travis gave her one of his disdainful looks, or worse yet, ignored her completely, it made her feel like dirt. Less important than dirt, even.




Lily didn’t know how two people could be less alike. It was especially strange considering Luke and Travis were identical twins. Luke was warmhearted, fun, and nonjudgmental. On the other end of the spectrum, there was Travis, with his piercing verdicts. Lily had been watching him from afar for long enough to know that all he cared about was pleasing himself and looking at pretty things. And that, Lily knew, was the crux of the problem between her and Travis.




She wasn’t pretty enough for him. Or thin enough. Or perky enough. And none of those things were ever going to change.




As kids, she and Luke and Travis had been inseparable. The three musketeers. But then the boys’ mom died when they were ten, and everything changed. No, she thought with a sigh, not everything . She and Luke had remained incredibly close, best friends to this day. But Travis had never been the same after that. And no matter how much she wanted her old relationship with Travis back, no matter how much she tried to let him know she was there for him, Travis kept rejecting her. Turning his back on her. Lily told herself she had given up on him, but in her heart of hearts, she knew it wasn’t true.




Could you ever completely give up on someone that you loved? From her painful experience with Travis, Lily didn’t think so.




Janica ran back to Lily, breathless, and stuck something in her free hand. “I almost forgot to give you this.”




“What is it?” Lily said as she grasped the edge of a purple feather.




“It’s your mask. Actually, I should probably put it on for you so that you don’t mess up your hair or makeup.” Janica slid the mask down over Lily’s riot of red curls, gently laying it against her face and tying the ribbon behind her head.




“Wow,” Janica breathed. “I thought you looked amazing before, but now you look…” Her words fell away, and Lily’s heart raced with renewed panic.




“Like an old lady on Halloween?” Lily said, mocking herself.




Janica shook her head. “God no. Not at all. You look like royalty. Like a queen!”




The words were no sooner out of Janica’s mouth than the stage manager grabbed her by the shoulder. “You’re on in sixty seconds,” he said, and Janica turned and ran to get her first model ready to walk.




I look like royalty? Like a queen?The words swam around in Lily’s already muddled-by-bubbly brain. A part of her wanted to turn around and look in a mirror to see if her little sister was telling the truth, but the other bigger part of her that never ever shut up was scornful, like always.




More like queen-size, that part of her said.




On any other night, Lily would have believed the voice. Being beautiful was laughable. She had spent a lifetime with her shoulders hunched to hide her too-big breasts and her hair hanging over her face to hide blue eyes too bright and red lips too big. But suddenly, an unfamiliar feeling of boldness swept through her from the tips of her toes to the feathered mask on her made-up face.




Grabbing another glass of champagne off the tray of a passing waiter, she swallowed it in one gulp, letting the now-familiar warmth and easiness flow through her. Without giving herself another moment to doubt, she turned around to the full-length mirror behind her.




Lily gasped. The woman staring back at her was a stranger.




A beautiful, stunning, sexy stranger.




Her hands flew to her hair, which had been brushed and lacquered until her curls looked better than those in any hair commercial ever did, shiny and glowing as they cascaded past her shoulders. Behind the mask, her eyes shone like the blue of the Caribbean, and her lips looked full and kissable.




She looked just right. Not too big. Not too small. Curvy in all the right places, her large breasts and round hips nicely offset by her waist.




But even as she surveyed herself in the mirror, Lily knew that Janica’s dress was responsible for the amazing change. She had always known that her sister was incredibly talented, but to see how Janica’s dress had turned Lily from supersize to just right shocked her to the core.




One of the models in Janica’s show stepped up behind Lily in the mirror, the model’s long, ultrathin limbs showcased by the short, strapless dress she was wearing. “Wow, you look amazing,” she said to Lily.




The words “thank you” popped out of Lily’s mouth, and she bit her lip in surprise. When was the last time she had actually accepted a compliment?




More to the point, when was the last time she had actuallybelieved a compliment?




The model walked away, and Janica called to Lily from several feet away. “You need to get in line behind Ellen.”




Lily took a deep breath and a crazy thought popped into her head. What if she acted like a model while she was out on the runway? What if she decided to be supersexy for a few minutes in her life? Who would it hurt?




Maybe with some help from The Dress she could be invincible.




She had seen the rehearsals and knew that the original plus-sized model had planned on shimmying and swaying to the music as she made her way down the runway. Janica hadn’t asked her to try it, knowing that Lily would have definitely said no.




The Dress would really shine if the audience saw how well it moved over the curves and valleys of areal woman’s figure.




With only seconds to go before she walked out onto the runway, Lily made up her mind. She would do it.




For as long as she had The Dress on she would behave like a queen.




A sexy, take-no-prisoners queen.




And then when the night was over, she would go back to being the same old Lily she had always been, having had a taste of something dangerous and wild to savor for the rest of her life.
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THE EMCEE ANNOUNCED, “Spring Collection by Janica Ellis,” and Travis slid down deeper into his seat. He dreaded the moment when Lily would plod onto the runway, stuffed into a sheer, skin-baring outfit.




He could hardly believe that Lily had let her little sister bully her into taking part in a fashion show. Lily couldn’t find her spine if it bit her in the butt, but saving Janica by modeling in a fashion show was pushing things way too far. Even for Lily.




Travis had often wondered how Lily and Janica could have possibly come from the same gene pool. Janica was the perfect opposite of Lily—a tiny little brunette with a big mouth and a sharp wit. She was Lily’s fiercest protector, and definitely hated him.




Several models had already made it down the runway, and he was finally getting comfortable when the music fell away and a redhead appeared from behind the curtain, a sparkling mask of feathers and sequins covering the top of her face. Her plump, red lips caught the spotlight. The lights changed from wild greens and blues to a deep, warm red, coating the woman in a sexy haze. Rich melodies from a Spanish guitar and a lilting tenor, promised sex to everyone in the audience.




Hot, slick, pounding sex.




The woman hadn’t even moved yet, had made no effort to slink down the runway to showcase her outfit, and yet chatter fell away in a hush. The front of Travis’s jeans grew tight, and every nerve came to life as he waited for her to slink down the runway.




She didn’t disappoint. The mesh Asian print fabric molded lovingly to her every curve as she made her arousing progression down the catwalk. Her hips swayed side to side, one red-tipped, jeweled hand finding its way past her waist, stopping at the curve of her breasts, while the other caressed the curve of her hip.




Travis was leaning forward in his chair, all of his practiced ease gone. He needed to have this woman. It didn’t matter that she was the polar opposite of every woman he had ever been with. Where he craved bones and angled lines, she was lush curves and soft promise. He had thought that small and blond was perfection, but the red-haired, full-bodied goddess consumed him with wanting.




The flamenco guitar grew more and more frantic the closer the beautiful model got to the end of the catwalk. In perfect time to the passionate music, the model began an exotic dance, throwing her head back in delighted laughter. Travis waited for her unveiling, holding his breath for the second time that evening.




The woman stopped dancing and reached for her feathered mask. She brought her tongue out to taste her lips, and a low sound came from deep in Travis’s throat.




She threw the mask to the floor, and the applause was ferocious. She was even more magnificent than she had been beneath her disguise.




Travis stopped clapping, unable to trust what he saw.




Lily Ellis, his twin brother’s meek best friend, was staring him straight in the eye.




And even though he tried to deny it with every fiber of his being, he wanted her.


•   •   •




THE FASHION SHOW ENDED, and the party began. The music kicked up another notch, and with the chairs put away everyone was moving and dancing. Maybe it was the champagne, maybe it was the daring outfit that made her feel so powerful, so hungry, so restless. For the first time in thirty years, Lily felt in control and ready for action.




As long as she had The Dress on, she could do all of the things she had always wanted to do but had always been too afraid to do.




Travis was out there in the audience. As soon as she stepped onto the runway and looked four rows back to the right, she had known that it was Travis. She had always been able to tell him and Luke apart, even if nobody else could. They were both tall and lean and muscular. They both had thick black hair that fell over their eyes. But Travis made Lily sizzle. Whereas Luke only made her feel warm.




Lily wished she could have fallen in love with Luke. He was so gentle and kind. Knowing that her attraction to Travis was futile from the first stirrings of arousal she’d felt for him, Lily had made a concerted effort to see Luke as sexy, boyfriend material. But it was impossible. She cringed remembering the kiss she’d given Luke in high school, late one night when they were talking under the huge apple tree in her grandmother’s front yard. He had been still as a stone, but then, not wanting to hurt her feelings, he had kissed her back.




Luke’s kiss was perfectly pleasant, but the awful truth was she hadn’t felt anything. No tingles. No shivering with need in his arms. It was yet another thing she couldn’t do right. She wasn’t even smart enough to fall for the brother who was nice to her. Instead, she had harbored an insane lust for someone who would never return her feelings in a million years. Not unless one day she woke up as a size-two supermodel.




Lily cursed herself up and down for being stupid enough to keep holding out hope that the nice Travis would come back. That the fun-loving boy she had been friends with as a child would one day reemerge from within the cold, distant man he had become.




Her heart raced in her chest, and Lily was more than a little shocked about what she was about to do. She didn’t know why Travis had come to the fashion show instead of Luke. On any other night she would have been furious with Luke for doing the twin-switcharoo on her.




But this wasn’t any other night. Tonight was special. And even though it was crazy, even though she might as well take a knife and drive it into her heart to save herself time, Lily thanked God that Luke had sent his sexy-as-sin twin brother.




She had wasted thirty years waiting for him to notice her. She wasn’t about to waste another second. Not when she and The Dress had plans for him. Big plans that made her heart beat triple time and the vee between her legs pulse with need.




The Dress was going to make Travis want her.




It had to.




A sudden surge of doubt overwhelmed her as she reached out to part the thick red velvet curtain. She couldn’t ignore the mighty chance that Travis would take one look at her and laugh. Or worse, turn away as if she were invisible. It was more than a chance, she thought with dismay. A professional gambler would have to be crazy to bet on Lily, not when Travis could have his pick of any skinny, perfect woman in the room.




She closed her eyes and moistened her lips. No, she told herself, you’re not going to give in to these fears. It’s either now or never. Are you going to take the chance? Or are you going to continue to be a wimp for another thirty years?




That did it. Pushing past the curtains, Lily stepped out onto the dance floor, her eyes trained on what she wanted. Travis stood surrounded by women, each one more gorgeous than the next, all vying desperately to get his attention.




But she knew he was waiting for her.




At least she hoped he was.




On the runway, instead of making her want to dive for cover, Travis’s presence had emboldened her. Lily had reached deep inside herself to bring forth the sensual woman she had kept so well hidden.




Finally, she was going to show Travis what he had been turning his back on for so long, what he had been missing.




Pleasure.




Lily knew that most people saw her as mousy and timid. She rarely offered her opinion, and people were always cutting in front of her in line at the movies. It had hurt at first, but once she got used to being overlooked, it almost became a comfort. Lily could always disappear into the background, and she used her invisibility like a suit of armor to protect herself.




So the one thing that no one would have ever guessed in a million years, the secret that she had never shared with anyone else, was how much she liked to touch herself.




And how good it felt.




On cold nights Lily’s favorite thing was to lock herself in the bathroom with a hot tub of water and her waterproof vibrator. Lying in the warm rose-scented water, she invented elaborate scenes in her head, all of which featured Travis in the starring role.




She often relived her first orgasm, at fourteen, which happened the night after her first high school football game. She had pretended to be watching the game, but all night her eyes never left Travis, who was hanging out with the tough crowd. Every time his fingers brushed across the shoulders of the cheerleader he was with, a shiver shot up Lily’s spine. Halfway through the game he disappeared behind the bleachers, the cheerleader in tow. Quietly, Lily slipped away from the crowd. Standing in the shadows, she watched Travis fondle and kiss the girl, finally bringing her to orgasm with his mouth. A warm rush had settled between Lily’s legs, and her fingers had found her breasts, sensitive from the slightest brush of her fingers across them.




Since that night, whenever she masturbated, Lily dreamed that Travis’s tongue slid across her nipples, drawing circles across her skin. She would slide her fingers between her slick folds, sometimes slipping one finger into her tight canal, all the while picturing Travis’s large fingers touching her, caressing her. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she would pick up her vibrator and turn it on low, barely pressing the tip of it against the top of her mons. Again and again she would bring herself to the edge, pulling the whirling machine away, gasping for air in the cooling water of the bathtub. Finally, she would switch the machine to high and press it hard against herself as waves and waves of spasms rocked her, Travis’s name on her lips.




By the time she had dried off and gotten back into one of her big tent dresses, no one could have ever guessed what she had done to herself in the bathtub. No one could have known how hot she got, how naughty her fantasies were.




Lily could never look beyond her lust for Travis to see herself in love with another man. But even though she wasn’t looking for love, she wasn’t opposed to having a lover. After exploring all the different and better ways to bring herself to orgasm, she had been overwhelmed with the need to feel a cock deep within her. Yes, she wanted it to belong to Travis—oh how desperately she wanted that—but ever the realist she recognized that she would have to take what she could get. Over the past decade she had shared a bed with several men, and while the experience of a thick penis pumping into her was nice, while the feel of a tongue lapping at her clit was pleasant, none of the men she had dated and slept with had ever taken her to the thrilling place she dreamed of.




No one would ever know how much she wanted Travis to be her lover, the one man she could never have because he had decided she wasn’t there anymore one day in fifth grade.




But in The Dress, everything had shifted. Lily felt as if she were in the bathtub, her cunt wet and plump and ready for Travis’s cock to slide into it. Ready for him to show her what it truly meant to be a woman.




Lily moved toward him, holding his gaze, forcing herself to walk slowly, to push back the sensual anticipation that caused her nipples to grow taut, that caused the heavy and full feeling between her legs.




 What if he doesn’t want me?




Lily shelved her persistent doubts. He would want her, she decided, as a wave of arousal edged up her spine. No matter what she had to do, no matter who she had to be, she was going to claim Travis that night.




Travis’s eyes marked her as his, and only his. For once, they understood each other as a man and a woman. And then she was standing just inches from him, her full breasts pressed up against his T-shirt, his heat burning through her.




Twenty years of hurt fell away. The only thing that mattered to Lily was the lust coursing through her veins.




Needing desperately to touch him, Lily’s hand caressed his hard jaw, memorizing the lines of his face, before moving up to run her thumb along his lower lip. His tongue found the sensitive pad of her thumb, and she stilled, unable to do or focus on anything other than the sensation of his tongue on her skin. She was slick and already as close to an orgasm as she had ever been. His hand was on hers, callused and strong and warm, and he was pressing a hot kiss into the pulse at her wrist.




His lips moved away, and her skin felt cool and bereft. His face came down toward her and she could feel the warmth of his breath on her lips.




“Travis,” she whispered, and she felt his surprise.




His lips tightened, and a swift strike of fear passed through her that he would leave her high and dry and desperate for him.




“You know who I am?”




“I’ve always known,” she said boldly. “And now it’s your turn to find out who I am.”




She slid her hand along his taut, well-muscled arm, reveling in the feel of the light dusting of hair against the tips of her fingers. Every inch of her skin was on fire as she wrapped her fingers around his.




Travis read her mind, and before she could lead him to the dance floor, he was moving them toward it. She loved the way the other women in the room looked at her. She knew the look of jealousy too well. She knew how it felt to watch someone else press close to Travis. She had been watching girls throw themselves at Travis since first grade.




At last it was her turn. Wouldn’t it be heavenly, she thought, if he threw himself right back at her?




 It would be a dream come true.




Lily breathed in the faint scent of his cologne. She could drown in him. The crowd of dancers parted for them. Lily was shocked to realize that Travis wasn’t the only one getting admiring glances.




Straight out of her fantasies, it seemed that all of the men in the room were looking at her with desire radiating from their eyes. In one of her favorite fantasies she was in charge of a group of prisoners—the naughtiest one, of course, being Travis. She would whip them into sexual frenzies, not letting them touch her until they were about to explode with wanting her. The other men could lick her and stroke her, but only Travis could thrust into her with his huge, hard shaft.




In The Dress, maybe all of her dreams would come true. Especially the part where Travis braced his heavy weight over her and slid into her wetness, hot and relentless.




Lily had to resist pinching herself to see if she would wake up as she moved in Travis’s arms, to see if it really was just a dream. No, she thought, if it is a dream, I don’t want to know .




Travis stopped in the middle of the dance floor and pulled her into his arms. One of his hands slid to the curve of her hips while the other was alarmingly close to her breasts.




“Lily,” he said.




She looked up at him, her blue eyes bright with longing. “Travis,” she whispered, then ran the tip of her tongue along the edge of her upper lip.




He groaned and started to lean down for what Lily hoped was a kiss, the first of many if she had her way. Her eyelids fluttered closed, but then she felt Travis pull back ever so slightly. Her eyes flew open.




“Lily,” he said, “I…”




Bolder than she ever thought she could be, Lily laid a finger on his perfect lips. “Don’t speak,” she said. It was a command, not a request. “Tonight is not for talking.”




Relief flashed across Travis’s face, but Lily didn’t care. The last thing she wanted was for their time to be ruined with apologies and second-guessing. She didn’t forgive him for the way he had treated her for the past twenty years, but at that moment, warm and aroused in his arms, none of it mattered.




All she cared about was kissing Travis and licking Travis and, oh God, hopefully coming beneath Travis, too.




His mouth was on hers and his hands were in her hair and he was stealing all the breath from her lungs. Lily wanted to memorize this kiss so that she could play it back to herself in her lonely bathtub on cold nights, but she was so stunned by the sensations washing through her that her brain was on the verge of shutting off completely.




First hard, then unbearably soft, his lips ruled hers, coaxing a whimper of ecstasy from her core. Lily had been kissed before but not like this. Not by someone who could teach a course on the art of kissing.




Travis plunged his tongue ruthlessly into her mouth, letting her know in no uncertain terms that he was going to be in charge of their lovemaking, that he was going to take her over completely. He ravaged every last corner and crevice of her mouth with his own, and in the exact moment that she gave in to him, he changed the tenor of his kiss.




Instead of showing her who was boss, Travis backed off, slowed down. Lily reveled in how he took the time to learn her taste, to study the ultrasensitive plump center of her lower lip, to find out how much her tongue loved to mate with his.




One of his hands began to roam, first gently kneading her shoulders, then the small of her back, sending goose bumps everywhere, centering at the tight tips of her breasts. Lily could hardly concentrate on anything but Travis’s kiss, but still she cried out, silently, for him to touch her breasts.




So what if they were in the middle of a crowded dance floor? If Travis didn’t squeeze her breasts right then, right there, she would die with wanting it.




His hands moved around her waist to the bottom edge of her rib cage. Lily shook with need. She had never been so turned on in all her life. Her thong was soaked with her juices.




The pad of his thumb ran across her aching nipple, and she cried out into his mouth. Before she could clamp down on it, the first haze of an orgasm shuddered through her as she danced in his arms.




Travis, amazingly, seemed to know that she was coming even before she did. So subtly that no one but the two of them would ever know what was happening, he pressed one of his hard thighs between her legs. Using his hand on her bottom for leverage, he pumped her mons with his muscles, pushing her clit into his thigh in the perfect rhythm to send Lily all the way over the edge.




His kiss was possessive and so hot she felt scalded by it. She cried out in his mouth as the first waves began from the tips of her breasts and worked down her abdomen to her pussy. Travis swallowed her scream, and his fingers tightened on her nipple.




In her haze she felt the huge evidence of his arousal pressing against her stomach, but she was trying so hard to breathe, to stay on her feet, that she barely spared it more than a passing thought of later.




Lily’s orgasms had always been powerful. They were one thing about herself that she truly, unabashedly loved. But this explosion was more than she had ever experienced with her vibrator or her previous lovers. Being with Travis was even more thrilling than she had imagined it to be. And yet, a little voice in her brain asked, wasn’t that why she had been holding out hope on Travis for so long? Because deep within she knew that coming together with him would be this explosive?




She forced her crazy theories away to focus on the here and now, in Travis’s arms. The mere thought of Travis’s thigh rubbing up and down against her made even more blood flow between her legs. She wondered if one could have a heart attack from lack of blood to anywhere but the clit. What would she say in the emergency room?




 Doctor, I was coming so hard against the thigh of my dream guy that my heart stopped for a moment.




Lily clung to Travis as he held her upright and ground his thigh into her throbbing pussy. She felt limp and useless as her orgasm came to its end, but Travis didn’t remove his thigh from between her legs. Like a sleepy cat she continued to rub herself against him, only waking up when he whispered, “Let’s get out of here,” in her ear. He grabbed her hand, pulling her through the throngs of people and out onto the street.




They got in a cab and his mouth was on hers again as he pulled her onto his lap. The sensible part of her, which had miraculously not been permanently put to sleep yet, made her pull back, and say, “Travis, the cab driver.”




Chuckling softly, Travis slid her slightly off his lap and nuzzled her neck. “Thank God it’s a short ride to my loft,” he said.




Lily barely sucked in her gasp of surprise. His loft? Lily had never seen his loft. Except in magazines, that is. And from what Luke had told her over the years, Travis rarely, if ever, took women home.




Her eyes ran over his tall frame, so perfectly set off by his white T-shirt and faded jeans. She saw the wet patch on his thigh, and the gasp finally escaped.




Travis’s eyes followed hers. Lily cursed herself for dropping her worldly veneer. She wanted him to think that she left marks like that on all the men she came against while out dancing, but even then, even amid the red haze of their sensual connection, she knew it was ridiculous.




Outside, in the evening light that streamed in the windows, she felt the familiar pangs of self-consciousness. She was afraid to let Travis look at her. They weren’t kids anymore, and she needed to face facts: The Travis who liked her wasn’t ever coming back. Though he’d made her come like a bomb, that didn’t alter the fact that he always acted like she wasn’t there, like she wasn’t the least bit important. She knew that he had no respect for her whatsoever and, now that they had left the magic of the fashion show behind, she was certain he would realize what a huge mistake he was making. She wished she were strong enough to protect herself against him. She wished she was tough enough to say, “Thanks for the orgasm, Travis, but I’ve got to get home now.”




But, of course, she could never say something like that. Instead, she held her breath as she waited for him to tell the cab driver to stop the car to pull over and dump her out.




She looked into the green of his eyes and tried to think of something to say that would get him off the hook, so he would know she didn’t expect him to follow through with his teasing and actually sleep with her—something like “Don’t worry, Travis, I won’t mention this to anyone, so no one will ever know that we were together”—but nothing came.




But instead of running as fast as he could away from her, Travis gave Lily a hot look and ran his thumb from her neck down to the top of her breasts.




“You are very wet,” he said in a low voice.




Lily nodded, unable to do anything else but agree with him. Would he think she was disgusting for getting so soaked from his kiss on the dance floor? One of his hands ran beneath the fold of her skirt along her bare leg, and Lily was amazed to find out that her fears were unfounded. Flicking a glance to the front seat, she whispered, “The driver,” again, but the truth was he could have ripped off her dress and taken her right then and there in the backseat of a moving cab, and she wouldn’t have so much as made a whimper of protest.




But before any of that could happen, the vehicle stopped. Travis threw some money at the driver. Once again her fingers were wrapped in his, and Lily marveled at how good it felt to have Travis hold her hand.




She remembered how in first grade, Travis was her cross-the-street buddy. He had looked out for her, holding her back on the curb if she stepped out when a car was coming at them too fast. She had never forgotten how safe he had made her feel.




Breathless, she followed him as he opened the large steel front door to the loft and pulled her inside. Closing the door gently, he turned and pinned her against the door with the weight of his gaze.




Before she knew what he intended, Travis dropped to his knees.




“Travis?” she said, the question more breath than solid word.




“Shh,” he commanded as he lifted the hem of her skirt, pushing it up past her knees, past her thighs, to her waist.




Her small black purse dropped from her fingers to the floor and she held her breath as he gazed at her. She was nearly naked from the waist down, clad in only a sheer silk thong. He drew one finger up the inside of her knee, and Lily’s breath blew out in a hiss. Every inch of skin he touched felt inflamed. His finger slid against the wetness on her thigh and Lily’s legs began to shake so hard that she wondered how she could possibly stay on her feet.




Straight from her fantasies to real life, a warm tongue lapped against her thigh. Lily forced herself to still her shaking legs. God forbid she collapse on the man who was about to make her deepest, most wonderful, dreams come true.




Hot breath blew against her silk-covered mound, and Lily moaned as she threaded her hands into Travis’s thick black hair.




“Please,” she begged, unable to keep the word from spilling out of her lips.




Wordlessly, Travis obeyed her plea, cupping her soaking-wet silken mound. She felt his teeth on her clit and cried out, pressing her hips against his mouth.




Lily wanted to come against every single part of Travis before the night was through. His thigh, his mouth, his hand, his cock.




Especially his cock.




He slipped a finger beneath her thong and Lily reared into it. “Oh God,” she moaned as she leaned into his mouth, leaned into his finger as it circled the base of her vagina.




His finger slid into her, penetrating her, and the tremors began in earnest. “Travis,” she cried, holding tightly to the back of his head. She moved her hips up and down on his finger, taking in one inch, then another.




“More,” she demanded in a thick haze of desire.




Travis was ready to do her bidding, but he had to, of course, do it his way. Midorgasm he pulled his finger from inside her and backed his mouth off her mons.




“No,” she cried, desperate for more of him. But she should have known that he knew exactly what he was doing. In less than a heartbeat he had ripped the small patch of silk from her and begun to suck her clit in earnest.




His warm lips and tongue sucked and pulled at her as he rammed one long finger all the way in, sliding and pumping it in time to her ongoing explosions. She was delirious with pleasure.




He licked her pussy with long strokes that only inflamed her further. Somehow he knew that she didn’t want him to lightly flick her clit, she didn’t want him to be measured.




The last of the tremors subsided, and Lily slowly realized that she had been grinding her pussy lips into Travis’s mouth.




Travis!




Suddenly it was all too much for her. Unable to process any more of her fantasies turning into reality, Lily did the only thing she could do.




She passed out.




The next thing she knew, she was lying on a bed, cool sheets beneath her overheated skin. She felt far too tired to ever open her eyes again, but even with her eyes closed Lily noticed how tender her skin was. The fine, tightly woven fabric against her back practically hurt as she shifted.




Groggy, she wondered why she was sleeping without a sheet to cover her nakedness. She always slept in the nude, but never completely on parade for anyone who might surprise her by walking into her bedroom. Janica and Luke both had keys to her apartment, and she would be mortified if they ever saw her naked.




Lazily, she slid her fingers to her breasts. They felt full and heavy. She sank back into the best dream she had ever had. In it, she was on a dance floor with Travis, and he was kissing her.




The fantasy kiss was so real, so hot. She ran one hand down from her breasts to between her legs and stroked herself. She didn’t want to rouse herself to get her vibrator from the bedside table. She wanted to keep dreaming about Travis kissing her while she slowly rubbed her clit.




Her fingers slipped and slid between her folds. Lily drowsily smiled at how wet she already was from a dream. Travis had always been able to do that to her, she mused.




She felt his name upon her lips and knew that as she came she would say it and it would be almost as if he were there with her. She spread her legs and opened her thighs, plunging her fingers in an out of her slippery cunt, bucking into her hands.




“Travis!”




The orgasm was short but oh so sweet. Her hands fell to the bed, and she stretched her sated body all the way from her head to her toes.




And then she opened up her eyes and nearly fainted again from shock.
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