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His Vacation Transformation




Lacy had this way of making everything feel like an adventure, even the three-hour drive down the coast with the windows down and the radio too loud. I loved that about her. I also envied it, because I'd never once in my twenty-three years on this planet been the guy who made things feel like anything other than exactly what they were.

She'd booked the hotel herself — a little beachside place with sun-bleached siding and balconies that overlooked the sand. It wasn't fancy, but it had character, and Lacy cared more about character than thread count. I carried both bags up to the second floor while she bounced ahead of me down the hallway, reading every room number out loud like she was counting down to something.

"Two-fourteen," she announced, slapping the keycard against the reader. The light flashed green and she shoved the door open with her hip. "Oh, this is perfect."

It was a standard room. Queen bed, flat-screen, a bathroom with those little wrapped soaps. But she said it like she meant it, and that was enough to make me believe it too.

I dropped the bags near the closet and pulled back the curtain. The ocean was right there, close enough that I could hear the waves even through the glass. Down below, a few couples were already staked out on the sand with umbrellas and coolers, and a group of guys were setting up a volleyball net near the waterline.

"Promise me we'll be exciting this weekend?"

I turned around. She was sitting on the edge of the bed with her legs crossed, looking at me with those wide brown eyes that always made me feel like I was the luckiest man on earth.

"I promise," I said.

I meant it. Or, at least I wanted to mean it. Deep down I wasn't sure I could deliver. Exciting wasn't really in my repertoire. I was the guy who Googled restaurant menus before we went out so I wouldn't hold up the line, the guy who still folded his T-shirts the way his mom taught him.

Lacy never called me boring — she was too kind for that — but sometimes I caught her watching me with this patient little smile, like she was waiting for a version of me I hadn't figured out how to be yet.

She stood up and pulled her sundress over her head in one smooth motion, and every thought I'd been having evaporated.

Her body stopped me every single time. I don't know how it hadn't gotten old yet — we'd been together almost two years — but it hadn't. She unclasped her bra and her breasts fell free, full and round with soft pink nipples that tightened in the air conditioning. My mouth actually watered. She had these hips that curved out from a narrow waist, the kind of figure that looked painted on, and when she turned to dig through her bag I watched the muscles in her back shift under smooth, tan skin.

She stepped into a white bikini bottom that sat low on her hips and tied at the sides, then pulled the top over her head and adjusted herself into the triangles of fabric. There wasn't much to them. The top barely contained her, and the bottom was cut high enough that it showed off the full shape of her ass. She looked like something out of a magazine, the kind I used to hide under my mattress when I was younger.

"You're staring," she said, catching my reflection in the mirror above the dresser.

"Of course, I am. You’re beautiful."

She grinned and grabbed a sheer white coverup from her bag, pulling it on over the bikini. It didn't cover much of anything — I could see every line of her body through it, the dark of her nipples, the dip of her navel — but I supposed that was the point.

I changed into my swim trunks while she put her hair up in one of those messy knots that women somehow make look fashionable. My trunks were navy blue board shorts, nothing special. I caught a glimpse of myself in the same mirror and felt that familiar pang of asymmetry. Lacy looked like she belonged on this beach, and I looked like the guy holding her towel.

"Ready?" she asked, sliding her sunglasses on top of her head.

I grabbed the room key off the dresser. "Ready."

She took my hand and pulled me toward the door, and I followed the way I always followed Lacy — willingly, a half step behind, hoping that wherever she was leading would turn me into someone worth keeping up with.
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I hadn’t noticed on the way up how much the hallway already smelled like salt air. Lacy was already a few steps ahead of me, her coverup floating behind her like she'd brought her own breeze. I pulled the door shut and checked the handle twice out of habit.

"You don't have to do that," she said without turning around. "Nobody's going to steal our stuff."

"You don't know that."

"Greg, we don’t have anything valuable in there."

I let it go. She was probably right. She was usually right.

We'd made it about four steps down the hall when the door to two-sixteen opened and a couple stepped out. Or rather, stepped into us — we nearly collided, close enough that I caught a whiff of the woman's perfume, something warm and expensive that didn't belong in a hotel like this.

"Oh, sorry about that," the woman said, laughing and pressing a hand to her chest.

She was striking. That was the word that came to mind before I could filter it into something less obvious. Mid-thirties, maybe a little older, with dark hair cut just above her shoulders and cheekbones that caught the overhead light. She had on a fitted linen dress, and her body underneath it was lean.

The man beside her was tall, at least a few inches on me, with a hard jaw. He had that specific kind of attractiveness that made you aware of your own looks, and how they probably didn’t measure up. Broad shoulders, a deep tan that wasn't from a weekend trip, and graying temples that somehow made him look better instead of older. He wore a linen shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, and he smiled at us with the smooth confidence of someone who'd never once Googled a menu in advance.

"No worries at all," Lacy said, and I watched both of them look at her.

Then something happened that I didn't quite have the vocabulary for at the time. The woman's gaze moved to Lacy's face and stayed there — not a glance but an actual look, the kind you give a painting you're considering buying. And the man did something similar, except his attention drifted to me. Not my face exactly, but lower. My chest, my hips, my legs. It was fast, maybe two seconds total, and then his eyes came back up with that same easy smile.

My skin prickled. I didn't know what to do with it, so I did what I always did with feelings I couldn't figure out — I filed them away and pretended they didn't exist.

"I'm Nicole," the woman said, extending her hand to Lacy first. "And this is my husband, Liam."

"Lacy." My girlfriend shook Nicole's hand and then Liam's, and I noticed she held Liam's grip for just a beat longer than necessary. Or maybe I imagined it. I was already off-balance.

"Greg," I said, shaking Nicole's hand. Her fingers were cool and she squeezed with more pressure than I expected. When I shook Liam's hand, his palm swallowed mine. He had a firm grip without being aggressive about it, and he held eye contact the entire time with an expression I couldn't read.

"You two heading to the beach?" Nicole asked, leaning against her doorframe like she had nowhere to be.

"We are," Lacy said.

"Well, enjoy yourselves," Liam said. His voice was lower than I'd expected, smooth like syrup. "The water's perfect today."

Lacy laced her fingers through mine and squeezed. "Oh, we plan to."

She said it with this tone I recognized. It was playful and a little loaded. It was the voice she used when she was performing for an audience. Nicole's mouth curved into a slow smile, and Liam's eyes flicked between us like he was solving a puzzle.

"I'm sure you will," Nicole said.

We said our goodbyes, and Lacy pulled me down the hall toward the elevator. I could feel them still standing there behind us. I didn't turn around to check, but the weight of their attention sat at my lower back, like a hand I couldn't brush off. There was something in the way they'd looked at us, like we'd been noticed in a way that went beyond neighborly friendliness.

Lacy pressed the elevator button and the doors opened immediately. She stepped in and tugged me after her. The moment the doors slid shut I felt the pressure release. It was just us again, reflected in the brushed metal walls, and I let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding.

"They seemed nice," Lacy said casually, watching the numbers tick down.

"Yeah," I said. "Nice."

She glanced at me sideways. "You okay? You got quiet."

"I'm always quiet."

She bumped her shoulder against my arm and smiled. "Fair point. I mean quieter than usual."

The elevator hit the lobby and the doors opened to sunlight and the sound of the ocean. Lacy stepped out ahead of me, already moving toward the beach like she'd been magnetized by it, and I followed behind her the way I always did. But somewhere in the back of my mind, I was still standing in that hallway, trying to figure out why a man I'd just met had looked at my body the way men usually looked at hers.
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Lacy stretched out on the towel like a cat finding a sunbeam, with one knee bent and her arm draped over her eyes. I sat next to her in the low beach chair we'd borrowed from the hotel lobby, pretending to read something on my phone while mostly just watching her breathe. The sun hit the sheen of oil on her stomach and made her glow like she'd been lit from the inside.

I wasn't the only one looking.

A guy walking past with a surfboard under his arm turned his head so far I thought he'd trip. Two women on a blanket nearby glanced over and then leaned into each other to whisper something. A dad building a sandcastle with his kid looked up, did a double take, and then went back to packing sand with a guilty expression. It was like this everywhere we went. Lacy existed at a frequency that people couldn't help tuning into, and she either didn't notice or didn't care.

I should've felt lucky. And I did, mostly. But there was another feeling underneath the pride, something I didn't like to acknowledge. It sat in my chest like a low hum, this quiet certainty that one day the math wouldn't add up anymore. She'd look at me across a room and finally see what everyone else probably already saw — that she was champagne and I was tap water, and no amount of love was going to change the chemistry.

It wasn't just the way she looked. It was the way she lived. Lacy said yes to everything. She'd try any food, talk to any stranger, book any trip. She'd gone skydiving on her twenty-first birthday while I spent mine at the same Italian restaurant I'd been going to since I was twelve. I loved her fearlessness the way you love a quality you know you'll never have — with admiration and a thin edge of something close to grief.

She'd been still for about twenty minutes, long enough that I thought she'd fallen asleep, when she suddenly gasped and sat straight up.

I flinched. "What?"

She was already on her feet, sand falling off her thighs as she grabbed my hand. Her eyes were locked on something down the beach, and her whole body had that electric quality she got right before she dragged me into something I wasn't prepared for.

"They're playing volleyball over there," she squealed, pulling at my arm. "Come on, let's see if we can join."

I looked where she was pointing. About fifty yards down, a group had gathered around a net, and a game was already in progress. They looked like they knew what they were doing — diving for saves, calling out formations, the whole thing. I looked back at Lacy with what I hoped was a reasonable expression.

"But I don't know anything about volleyball."

She rolled her eyes with a grin that made the protest feel as flimsy as it was. "All you do is try and hit it over the net. It's not a championship game or anything."

"It looks kind of like a championship game."

"Greg." She said my name the way she always did when I was overthinking — gently, but with a firmness that told me the decision had already been made. "We promised we'd be exciting this weekend. Remember?"

I did remember. I remembered it like signing a contract you didn't fully read.

She pulled my hand harder, and I let myself be dragged up to standing. Sand clung to the backs of my legs and my towel bunched under my feet. She was already moving, tugging me toward the net. I stumbled after her, squinting against the sun, telling myself it was just volleyball and that nobody had ever died from being bad at a beach sport.

Although I hadn't actually verified that.

The group spotted Lacy before we'd even made it halfway there. I could see the shift happen in real time. One guy nudged another, someone shielded their eyes from the sun to get a better look, and by the time we reached the net, they'd already stopped playing. A ball rolled past someone's foot and nobody bothered to pick it up.

"Hey," Lacy said, slightly out of breath from half-jogging across the sand. "Room for two more?"

"Absolutely," said a tall guy with bleached-out hair and a tattoo sleeve that wrapped around his left arm like ivy. He said it to Lacy's face, but his eyes had already made the round trip south and back. "We could use some fresh competition."

The group was five of them — four guys and one girl, all somewhere in their mid-twenties, all with the deep tans that said they'd been here longer than a weekend. The girl had short blonde hair and a nose ring, and she smiled at Lacy the way people always smiled at Lacy, like she'd just made their day better by showing up.

"I'm Tess," the blonde girl said, sticking out her hand. "These idiots are Jake, Marcus, Devon, and that one's Chris."

She pointed at each of them in turn, and they each gave some variation of a wave or a nod. Lacy introduced us both. I flashed the tight-lipped smile I used when I was surrounded by people I didn't know and couldn't think of a single interesting thing to say.

"Fair warning though," Jake, the tattooed one said as he spun the volleyball against his hip. "This is a high-stakes game."

Something in my stomach tightened. "What kind of stakes?"

"Each person on the losing team has to let someone from the winning team dictate what they wear for the rest of the day." He said it like he’d made this pitch before.

I blinked. "What they wear?"

"Yep." Marcus, a stocky guy with a buzzcut and a sunburn across his nose, grinned wide enough to show his back teeth. "One time I had to wear a stupid sombrero everywhere. To dinner, to the bar, to the gas station. Everywhere."

The group burst out laughing, including Marcus, who clearly enjoyed the memory more than the humiliation. Devon — tall, skinny, wearing board shorts that went past his knees — shook his head and added, "Dude wouldn't even take it off in the shower."

"Commitment to the bit," Marcus said, shrugging like it was obvious.

Lacy turned to me with an expression I recognized immediately. It was the expression that preceded every bad idea I'd ever gone along with. Her eyes were bright, her lips were pressed together like she was physically containing her excitement, and I could feel the ground shifting under me before she even opened her mouth.

"Well, since I'm the only one that'll be around you the rest of the day," she said slowly, "I guess we should play on separate teams."

The words hit me on a delay. I processed them slowly. First the sound, then the meaning, then the panic.

"What?"

"Come on, it'll be fun." She grabbed both of my hands and squeezed them, bouncing slightly on the balls of her feet. The motion did things to her bikini top that I tried very hard not to notice in front of five strangers. "You promised we'd be exciting this weekend."

There it was. The promise, deployed like a weapon, perfectly timed and impossible to argue with. I looked at her face and then at the group, who were all watching me with various degrees of amusement. Jake was already tossing the ball from hand to hand. Tess had her arms crossed and was smiling like she knew exactly how this was going to end.

I sighed. It came out long and slow, like air leaving a tire, and Lacy's face split into a grin before I even said the words.

"Fine," I said. "But I'm genuinely terrible at volleyball."

"Noted," Jake said, pointing at me. "You're on our team."

Lacy clapped her hands together once, delighted, then jogged around to the other side of the net where Tess and Devon were waiting. She looked back at me through the mesh with a patient little smile.

I'd like to say I held my own. I'd like to say I rose to the occasion, found some hidden athletic talent buried under years of overthinking, and became the dark horse of this beach volleyball game. I'd like to say that, but I'd be lying through my teeth.

The ball came to me six times in the first ten minutes. I missed it four of those times completely — not shanked it, not hit it out, just flat-out missed — and the two times I did make contact, I sent it sideways into the sand like I was trying to dig a trench. Jake, to his credit, didn't say a word. He just clapped his hands together after each disaster and said, "No worries, bro, next one." Marcus laughed, but it was the kind of laughing you do with someone, not at them, and Chris kept feeding me easy setups that I proceeded to butcher with remarkable consistency.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the net, Lacy was a revelation.

She moved like she'd been playing her whole life. She bumped, she set, she dove into the sand and popped back up with her hair full of grit and a grin on her face that could've powered a small city. Tess high-fived her after every point and Devon kept calling her "MVP" in a way that started ironic and became sincere somewhere around the third rally.

I watched my girlfriend spike the ball past Jake's outstretched hands and felt two things at the same time — absolute adoration and the sinking certainty that my team was going to lose because of me.

The game ended 21–14, and it wasn't as close as the score suggested.

My team groaned in unison, the theatrical kind of groan that people do when the loss is expected and the stakes are absurd enough to be funny. Marcus dropped flat onto his back in the sand and stared up at the sky. Jake shook his head slowly, then pointed at me with a grin that absolved me of everything.

"You warned us, man. I'll give you that."

"I really did," I said, and the whole group laughed, mine and Lacy's together, and I felt that rare warmth of being in on the joke instead of being the joke. Even though I was, technically, the joke.

"Alright, losers," Tess announced from the other side of the net, rubbing her palms together. "Line up. Time to claim our victims."

The winning team huddled briefly, and then they started picking. Tess chose Marcus immediately, probably because his sombrero story had given her ideas. Devon picked Jake, and Chris — who'd swapped sides at some point to even the numbers — picked the remaining guy whose name I'd already forgotten. Each selection was met with exaggerated dread from the loser and cackling from everyone else.

Which left me and Lacy.

I looked across the net at her and shrugged, giving her the best easygoing smile I could manage. This was fine. She'd probably put me in a funny hat or make me wear a Hawaiian shirt to dinner. Something goofy and harmless that we'd laugh about in the car on the way home. That was Lacy's style — fun, playful, never mean.

But the look on her face didn't match the script I was writing in my head.

She was staring at me with her lips slightly parted and her head tilted, and there was something behind her eyes that I'd never seen before. It wasn't playful. It wasn't goofy. It was focused, like she'd been waiting for this specific moment and it had finally arrived. The afternoon sun was behind her, lighting up the edges of her hair, and she looked beautiful and slightly terrifying at the same time.

"We're going to have so much fun," she said.

She didn't say it loudly. She said it just for me, low enough that the group's chatter swallowed it before it reached anyone else. Her smile was slow and deliberate, and it reached her eyes in a way that told me she'd already planned this. Not in the last five minutes. Not since the game started. Maybe since before we'd even left home.

I swallowed hard, and the lump in my throat went down like a stone.

"What exactly are you thinking?" I asked.

She just smiled wider and shook her head, sand dusting off her shoulders as she walked toward me. She kissed me on the cheek, quick and light, and then whispered against my ear.

"You'll see."

The group started dispersing, everyone exchanging numbers and making plans to meet up later to show off their outfits. I stood there in the sand with the sun baking my shoulders, watching Lacy chat with Tess like nothing unusual had just happened, and tried to convince myself that the nervous flutter in my stomach was just the heat.
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The hallway had apparently become our social hub for the weekend, because the older couple was there again. Nicole was locking their door while Liam waited beside her with his hands in his pockets, and they both turned at the sound of our footsteps on the carpet.

"You've got to be kidding me," Nicole said, laughing. She had a beach bag over one shoulder and her sunglasses pushed up into her dark hair. "Are we ever going to get our timing right?"

"Seriously," Lacy said, grinning as she dug the keycard out of the little wristlet she carried everywhere. "It's like a revolving door up here."

Liam chuckled, a low sound that carried down the hall. "Ships passing in the night. Or the afternoon, I guess."

I laughed. Or I tried to. What came out was this tight, breathy sound that didn't convince anyone, least of all me. I could feel their attention shift to me the same way it had earlier — Nicole's gaze sweeping over my face and then drifting down, Liam's eyes doing something similar but slower. It wasn't rude, and it wasn't obvious enough that Lacy seemed to notice. But I noticed. They were looking at me, sizing me up.

"You two been at the beach?" Nicole asked, though the answer was clearly written in the sand on our legs and the sun on my shoulders.

"We played a round of volleyball," Lacy said. "Greg lost."

"I lost spectacularly," I corrected, because if you're going to be bad at something you might as well own it.

Nicole smiled at that, and something about the way her eyes lingered on me made the back of my neck warm. Liam put his hand on the small of her back and tilted his head toward the elevator.

"Well, we'll let you two go inside," he said. "Enjoy the rest of your afternoon."

"You too," Lacy said, and we traded the kind of small waves that neighbors give each other before she swiped the keycard and pushed our door open.

I followed her inside and the door clicked shut behind us. The air conditioning hit my sunburned skin. I was already reaching for the television remote when Lacy's voice cut through the room like a blade.

"Strip."

I turned around. She was standing by the foot of the bed with her arms crossed, her weight shifted to one hip. She'd already taken off her coverup and was back in just the white bikini, sand still clinging to her calves.

"What? Why?"

"Because you lost the bet." She said it like she was reminding me the sky was blue. "Now I'm going to dress you up."

I stared at her for a long second, waiting for the punchline. When it didn't come, I let out a laugh that was more air than sound. "I didn't think we were really taking that bet seriously. It's not like any of those people will see us again."

"So?" Lacy stuck out her lower lip in that pout she knew I couldn't resist. "It'll be fun. I want to do something exciting."

There was that word again. Exciting. The one I'd promised her, the one she kept pulling out of her pocket at exactly the right moment to make me feel like I owed her something I didn't know how to pay.

I sighed. It was becoming the soundtrack of my weekend. Then I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of my swim trunks and pushed them down over my hips.

The fabric peeled off my skin and dropped to the carpet. I stood there naked in the cold air, my cock hanging between my thighs, and watched Lacy's eyes drop to it like a reflex. She licked her lips — a quick, unconscious swipe of her tongue across her bottom lip — and I felt the blood start to move south before I could stop it. I thickened just enough that she noticed, and the corner of her mouth twitched.

For a second, I thought she might close the distance between us. She had that look, the heavy-lidded one that usually led to her pushing me onto the bed and climbing on top of me. But instead, she turned to her suitcase, unzipped it, and pulled out two items that she held up like a game show hostess presenting prizes.

In her left hand, a pair of panties. Pink, lacy, with delicate scalloped edges and a tiny bow at the front. In her right hand, a yellow sundress — not a beach coverup, an actual dress — with thin straps and a hemline that would fall mid-thigh on her, which meant it would barely cover my ass.

My half-erection wilted. My mouth went dry.

"What are you doing with those?" I heard my own voice come out higher than I intended.

Lacy's smirk spread slowly, the way sunrise fills a room. She dangled the panties from one finger and tilted her head.

"Dressing you up, of course."

My hands were shaking when I took the panties from her. I told myself it was because the air conditioning was cranked too high and I was standing there with nothing on, but that was a lie and we both knew it.

"Go on," Lacy said softly. She'd sat down on the edge of the bed and crossed her legs, settling in like she had VIP tickets to the greatest show on earth.

I stepped into them one leg at a time, the way you step into cold water — slowly, with your whole body bracing for the shock. The fabric slid up my calves, over my knees, along my thighs. It was so light I could barely feel it, and then suddenly I could feel nothing else. The lace settled against my skin. When I pulled them up the final inch, the panties cupped me in a way that made my breath catch in my chest.

They were snug. The fabric was thin and slightly stretchy, and it held my cock against my body with this gentle, constant pressure that I was absolutely not prepared for. The lace grazed the underside of my shaft and the satin lining pressed smooth and cool against my balls. Before I could think a single rational thought, I felt myself start to swell.

No. Not now. Not from this.

But my body didn't care what my brain thought about it. The blood rushed in fast. Within seconds I was half-hard and straining against the pink fabric in a way that was impossible to hide. The tiny bow at the front sat just above the growing ridge of my erection like a garnish on a plate I hadn't ordered.

Lacy's eyes went wide. Her lips parted and her gaze locked onto the front of the panties with an expression caught somewhere between surprise and delight.

"Are you . . . are you getting hard?"

I slapped both hands over my crotch. "No."

"Greg."

"No."

She chuckled and stood up from the bed. She crossed the distance between us in two steps, and I could feel the heat of her body before she even touched me. She leaned in close, her lips brushing the shell of my ear. When she spoke her breath was warm and slow against my skin.

"Do you like wearing my frilly panties, Greg?"

I swallowed. My throat clicked. I could smell her sunscreen and the faint salt of the beach still on her skin, and my cock twitched hard against my palms.

"I don't—" I started, but my hands shifted as I tried to cover more of myself and my fingers grazed along the length of my shaft through the lace. The friction sent a jolt straight through me and I sucked in a breath through my teeth.

Lacy reached down and gently pulled my hands away, one at a time, like she was unwrapping something. I didn't resist. I couldn't. She looked down at the outline of me straining against the pink fabric and then she pressed her palm flat against it, cupping my cock through the panties with a firm, deliberate pressure that made my knees soften.

"You look so good in them," she murmured. Her fingers curled slightly, tracing the shape of me through the lace. "So pretty."

The moan came out before I could catch it — this low, involuntary sound from somewhere deep in my chest that I'd never heard myself make before. It hung in the air between us and Lacy smiled like she'd just won something far more significant than a volleyball game.

Then she stepped back. Just like that, her hand was gone and the cold air rushed in to fill the space where her warmth had been. I stood there throbbing in her panties, my cock pressing hard against the fabric, and felt like I'd been edged to the brink of something and then abandoned on the cliff.

"Now put on the dress," she said, holding up the yellow sundress like we were just getting started.

I took it from her without arguing. I didn't trust my voice to say anything coherent, and I definitely didn't trust myself to admit what I was actually feeling — that the panties felt incredible, that the lace against my skin was doing something to my head I couldn't explain, that some locked door inside me had just cracked open and I wasn't ready to look at what was behind it.

I pulled the dress over my head. The fabric was light cotton, breezy and loose, and it fell around my body in a way that felt foreign and strangely freeing at the same time. The straps sat on my shoulders and the hemline hit me about four inches above my knees. I could feel the air on my bare thighs and the lace of the panties underneath, and every nerve in my body was lit up like a switchboard.

Lacy looked me over with her bottom lip between her teeth. She nodded slowly, approvingly, like a sculptor examining her own work.

"Time to do your makeup."

The words took a full three seconds to register. "What?"

"You heard me." She pointed at the bed. "Sit down."

I sat. I don't even remember making the decision to sit. My legs just bent and the mattress caught me. Then Lacy was standing over me with a cosmetics bag. She unzipped it and pulled out things I never fully understood. Tubes and compacts and brushes of varying sizes. She arranged them on the bedspread beside me like surgical instruments.

"Close your eyes," she said.

I closed them. Her fingertips touched my face and I flinched, and then I forced myself to hold still as she began smoothing something cool and liquid across my skin. She worked in silence for a while, tilting my chin this way and that, her breath warm on my face as she concentrated.

I felt the soft drag of a brush across my eyelids, the careful pressure of something being drawn along my lash line, the waxy press of color against my lips.

"Open," she said finally.

I opened my eyes. She was holding up her phone with the front camera on so I could see myself, and the person staring back at me was someone I'd never met. My cheekbones looked higher, my eyes looked wider and darker, my lips were a shade of pink that matched the underwear I could feel hugging my hips. I looked…pretty.

Lacy set her phone down and knelt beside her suitcase. She came back with a pair of strappy flat, tan, leather sandals and placed them on the floor in front of my feet.

"Put these on."

I slid my feet into them. They were a little tight but they fit well enough, and the thin straps buckled around my ankles in a way that made me feel more exposed than the dress did.

Lacy stood back and looked at me. The full picture, head to toe. Her expression was something I'd never seen directed at me before.

"Come on," she said, grabbing her keycard and heading for the door. "Let's show you off."

Every cell in my body seized. "Lacy, people are going to see."

She turned back to me with her hand on the door handle. Her smile was calm and sure and completely untouched by my panic.

"Exactly."
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The boardwalk was crowded. Families with strollers, teenagers on skateboards, couples sharing funnel cakes from paper plates. I kept my head down and my arms tight against my sides, waiting for the laughter, the pointed fingers, the inevitable "dude, what the hell."

It never came.

The first person who looked at me was a woman in her forties carrying a shopping bag from one of the boutiques. She glanced at me, then at Lacy, and gave us both a friendly nod. She didn't flinch. She didn't look confused. She just saw two women walking together and kept moving.

The second person was a guy my age in a tank top and backwards cap. He looked at me and his eyes did the same thing I'd seen men do to Lacy a thousand times — a quick sweep downward, a pause at my legs, and then back up with an appreciative tilt of his chin. He liked what he saw. He thought I was a woman with short hair and decent legs, and that realization hit me like a wave I hadn't seen coming.

It kept happening. A man leaning against the railing turned his head as we passed. Two guys at a juice stand elbowed each other and watched us walk by. An older woman at a souvenir shop looked me up and down and said, "Cute dress, honey," without a trace of irony.

I didn't know what to do with any of it. My brain was trying to process the fact that I was passing as a woman. The feelings that came with that were so tangled I couldn't separate them. There was relief that nobody was laughing. There was confusion about why I cared. And underneath both, something warm and electric.

Then the catcalling started.

A group of three guys on a bench spotted us from about twenty feet away. One of them leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and let out a low whistle.

"Damn, ladies. Where are you two headed?"

"Come hang with us," another one called out, spreading his arms wide like he was offering us the whole boardwalk. "We'll buy you drinks."

Lacy laughed and waved them off. She'd been dealing with this since she was fifteen and it rolled off her like rain. But hearing them direct it at both of us, at me, made my skin crawl in a way that went beyond embarrassment. This was what she lived with constantly. This was the background noise of her life.

I looked at Lacy walking next to me in her bikini and sheer coverup, her body on full display for every guy on this boardwalk, and felt a sudden protective irritation that surprised me.

"I don't like this," I said, and I meant all of it: the staring, the catcalling, the way men looked at her like she was public property. But mostly I meant myself, out here in the open, feeling things I didn't have permission to feel.

Lacy sighed. She hooked her arm through mine and squeezed.

"Fine. Let's take you one more place." She steered us back toward the hotel entrance, her stride relaxed. "It'll be chill. Just the hotel restaurant, okay? I'm hungry anyway."

My stomach answered before I could. It growled loud enough that Lacy looked down at my midsection and raised an eyebrow.

"See? Your body agrees with me."

"My body's been making terrible decisions all day," I muttered.

She laughed at that and pulled me through the lobby doors. I caught our reflection in the glass as we walked through and felt that warmth pulse through me again before I could shut it down.

The hotel restaurant was just off the lobby, a casual open-air place with wicker chairs and ceiling fans. It was low-key enough that I felt my shoulders drop an inch as we walked in. This was fine. This was just dinner. I could be a guy in a dress eating a club sandwich, and nobody in this sleepy beachside restaurant would care enough to look twice.

At least that's what I told myself as the hostess smiled at us and said, "Table for two, ladies?"
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We'd just gotten our food when I spotted them.

Nicole and Liam were sitting at the bar on the far side of the restaurant, angled toward each other on tall stools with cocktails in front of them. Nicole had changed into a black halter top and white linen pants, and Liam was in a fitted navy polo that made his shoulders look even broader than I remembered.

Nicole saw us first. She lifted her hand in a wave, and then she leaned into Liam and said something near his ear. He turned, found us, and smiled. Nicole made a gesture with her hand — a little pointing motion between their seats and our table, the universal sign for "mind if we come over?"

Lacy waved them over before I could swallow my bite of sandwich.

"What are you doing?" I hissed across the table.

She smiled. "Having fun."

They crossed the restaurant with their drinks, Nicole leading and Liam a step behind with his hand resting casually on the small of her back. When they reached our table, both of them looked at me, and I watched the recognition settle across their faces like a curtain being drawn.

Nicole's eyes moved from my face to the yellow dress to the makeup, and then back up. Her expression didn't shift into shock or confusion. It shifted into interest. Liam's gaze traveled the same path, slower, and his jaw tightened.

"Well, this is a fun surprise," Nicole said as they slid into the two empty chairs. She set her cocktail down and folded her hands on the table like she was settling in for a long conversation. "I didn't realize you guys were so adventurous."

Lacy laughed, easy and warm, like this was the most natural thing in the world. "Oh yeah, we are."

My club sandwich sat in front of me untouched. I could feel the lace of the panties against my thighs under the table and the straps of the dress on my sunburned shoulders. I was suddenly hyperaware of every single thing I was wearing and not wearing. I picked up my water glass just to have something to hold.

Nicole and Liam sipped their drinks in tandem, studying us the way you study a menu when everything looks good. There was a quality to their silence that felt practiced, like they'd done this before. Like they’d sat across from a younger couple and waited for the right opening.

Nicole found it.

"You know," she said, swirling the ice in her glass with a slow rotation of her wrist, "we're pretty adventurous too."

The way she said it wasn't casual. It was a door being left open on purpose, and she was watching to see which one of us would walk through it first. Lacy tilted her head slightly, her interest sharpening like a lens coming into focus.

"Oh?"

Nicole nodded. She glanced at Liam, and something passed between them — some married-couple shorthand that didn't need words. He gave an almost imperceptible nod, and Nicole turned back to us with a directness that pinned me to my chair.

"We have an open relationship. We like to fuck other people." She said it the way most people say they like hiking or trying new restaurants. "But preferably, we like to watch it happen."

The water I'd been drinking left my mouth in a spray that I couldn't have stopped if I'd tried. It hit the table and my napkin and the front of my dress, and I coughed so hard my eyes watered. The couple at the table behind us turned to look, and I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me whole.

"Greg," Lacy scolded, her hand landing on my arm with a firm squeeze. Her tone was the one she used when I'd embarrassed her in front of people she wanted to impress, which told me everything I needed to know about how she was receiving this information.

Liam chuckled and picked up a napkin. He held it out to me. When I took it, our fingers touched. It was brief, maybe half a second, but something passed through that contact like a current through a wire. His skin was warm. His fingers were thick and steady. I felt the shock of it travel up my arm and settle somewhere behind my sternum.

I pulled my hand back and dabbed at the table, avoiding everyone's eyes.

"Have you two ever opened up your relationship?" Nicole asked, her voice gentle now, like she was easing us into a warm bath.

"No," I said immediately.

Lacy's hand found mine on the table and covered it. Her fingers laced through mine and squeezed. When I looked at her, she was watching me with an expression that was equal parts tenderness and resolve.

"But we want to," she said.

I stared at her. My mouth opened but nothing came out. We'd never discussed this. We'd never even hinted at this. But the way she said it like she'd been carrying it around told me she'd been thinking about it for longer than this weekend.

Nicole's lips curved into a smile that was warm but unmistakably hungry. She looked at Liam again, and this time when she turned back to us there was a flush creeping up from the neckline of her halter top.

"That's interesting," she said. "Because I've always wanted to try a girl." She paused, and her eyes moved to me in a way that made my pulse jump. "And I've never seen my husband take a femboy before."

The word made something twist in my gut.

"A femboy?" My voice cracked on the second syllable and I hated myself for it.

Liam spoke for the first time since they'd sat down. His voice was quiet but it filled the space between us completely, and his dark eyes held mine without blinking.

"You."

My heart was hammering so hard I could feel it in my fingertips. The restaurant sounds around us faded. I looked at Lacy. I looked at Nicole. I looked at Liam, whose gaze hadn't wavered, whose expression was patient and steady and completely serious.

I didn't know what was happening. My brain was throwing up error messages faster than I could read them. But my body was doing something entirely different.

Lacy turned to me and licked her lips. "Should we go upstairs?" she asked.

She asked it like she was suggesting we check out the pool. Like this was a reasonable next step in an ordinary evening between two ordinary couples, and not the most insane sentence anyone had ever spoken to me.

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. My brain was screaming, but the sound wasn't reaching my vocal cords.

Nicole set her napkin on the table and stood up. Liam followed, draining the last of his drink and setting the glass down with a quiet clink. They moved in sync, the way long-married couples do, and Nicole looked at us with an expression that was an invitation and a dare wrapped in a smile.

"Follow us," she said.

Lacy was already standing, pulling me up by the hand.
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The elevator was small enough that the four of us stood close together, shoulders nearly touching. Lacy held my hand and I could feel her pulse through her fingertips.

Nicole stood on her other side with her eyes forward, a faint smile on her lips. Liam was behind me, close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating off his chest without him actually touching me. We rode the elevator up in complete silence.

The hallway on the second floor felt longer than it had every other time I'd walked it. Nicole produced her keycard and opened the door to two-sixteen. The room that appeared was the mirror image of ours. It had the same layout, same furniture, and the same ocean view through the sliding glass door. But it smelled like them, that heady perfume of Nicole's mixed with something woody and clean that I assumed was Liam's.

Nicole turned around the moment the door clicked shut.

She didn't look at Liam. She didn't look at me. She looked at Lacy with an intensity that transformed her face from casually beautiful to something predatory. Then she stepped forward, slid her hand along Lacy's jaw, and kissed her.

It wasn't the careful, exploratory kiss of someone trying something for the first time. Nicole kissed my girlfriend like she'd been thinking about it longer than she’d known us.

Her fingers curled into Lacy's hair while her other hand found the curve of her waist through the sheer coverup. Lacy made a sound against Nicole's mouth — a soft, surprised hum — and then she melted into it, her hands coming up to rest on Nicole's shoulders.

I couldn't breathe. I couldn't think. I stood there and watched another woman kiss my girlfriend. Watched their lips part and come together. Watched Nicole's tongue slide against Lacy's lower lip. And every drop of blood in my body rushed south so fast I felt dizzy.

My cock stiffened against the lace panties and pressed hard against the fabric of the yellow dress, and I was so fixated on the two women in front of me that I didn't register Liam's presence behind me until I felt his breath on my neck.

It was warm and teasing, measured like everything else about him. It moved across my skin just below my ear, and every hair on my body stood up at once.

"You look beautiful," he whispered.

The words sank into me. My cock throbbed in the panties and my hands hung at my sides, useless, because I didn't know what to do with them. I didn't know what to do with any of this.

I was achingly, obviously hard, and I was confused in a way that went beyond the intellectual and into something cellular. I liked his breath on my neck. I liked that he'd called me beautiful. I liked it more than I wanted to admit, and the fact that I liked it terrified me almost as much as the erection straining against my girlfriend's underwear.

In front of us, Nicole pulled back from the kiss and tugged Lacy's coverup off her shoulders. It fell to the floor.

Lacy reached behind her own neck and untied her bikini top. Her breasts spilled free. Full and round, her nipples already tight and flushed. Nicole inhaled sharply at the sight, and her hands moved to Lacy's chest with a reverence that made something twist in my stomach.

Nicole pulled her halter top over her head. Her breasts were smaller than Lacy's but firm, with dark nipples that stood out against her tanned skin. Lacy's eyes dropped to them and her lips parted, and then both women were undressing with an urgency that left clothing scattered across the carpet like debris. Nicole's linen pants. Lacy's bikini bottom. Nicole's underwear — black, simple, expensive-looking.

They stood naked in front of each other, breathing hard, and the contrast between them was stunning. Nicole's lean, athletic body next to Lacy's soft curves, dark hair against light, experience against eagerness.

Behind me, I heard the quiet sound of buttons being undone. One by one, Liam's shirt opened down his chest. The fabric rustled as he shrugged it off his shoulders, and I could feel the heat of his bare skin behind me now, inches from my back.

Nicole took Lacy's hand and led her to the bed. They climbed onto it together, a tangle of limbs and skin. Nicole's mouth found Lacy's breast first. She closed her lips around my girlfriend's nipple and sucked gently.

Lacy arched her back and gasped in a way that sent a bolt of electricity straight through my cock. Nicole's tongue circled the stiff peak while her hand found the other breast, kneading and squeezing. Lacy's fingers threaded into Nicole's dark hair.

Then Nicole moved lower. She kissed down Lacy's stomach, across the soft plane below her navel, and settled between her thighs. Lacy's legs fell open and Nicole pressed her mouth against my girlfriend's pussy with a slow, deliberate pressure that made Lacy's whole body shudder.

I could see Nicole's tongue move in long, flat strokes that parted Lacy's folds. It drew a moan out of her that I recognized from the hundreds of times I'd put my own mouth in that exact spot.

Liam's arms wrapped around my waist from behind.

His forearms were thick and warm against my stomach through the thin cotton of the dress, and he pulled me back gently until my shoulders rested against his bare chest. I could feel the defined ridges of his muscles against my back, the steady rhythm of his breathing, and the undeniable hardness pressing against my ass through his pants. His lips found my neck. It wasn’t a breath this time but an actual kiss, soft and open. His mouth was warm and wet against the sensitive skin below my ear.

"Do you like the view?" he murmured against my throat. His lips dragged across my skin as he spoke, and I shivered hard enough that he must've felt it through my entire body. "My wife looks so good between your girlfriend's legs."

On the bed, Nicole was licking Lacy with a steady, focused rhythm, her hands gripping the insides of Lacy's thighs to hold her open. Lacy's head was turned toward us, and her eyes found mine across the room. She was flushed from her cheeks to her chest, her lips swollen, her hair fanned out across Nicole's pillow.

She watched me standing there in her dress with another man's arms around my waist and another man's mouth on my neck. The look on her face was something I'd never seen before.

She looked like she was exactly where she wanted to be. And so, terrifyingly, did I.

I turned my head to say something. I don't know what. Maybe "wait," maybe "I'm not sure," maybe just his name. But the words never made it out.

Liam's hand caught my chin, his thumb and forefinger gripping me gently but firmly. He turned my face the rest of the way toward his.

Then his mouth was on mine.

His lips were warm and sure. The kiss was nothing like kissing Lacy. There was no softness to it, no tenderness, just a steady pressure that opened me up before I'd decided to let him in.

His tongue slipped past my lips and found mine, and the sound I made was so foreign I barely recognized it as my own. It was surrender. It was the noise of every wall I'd ever built cracking down the center.

I kissed him back. I don't remember choosing to, but I did, my tongue moving against his while my brain screamed objections that my body overruled without a second thought. He tasted like smoke and citrus and something darker underneath. My cock was so hard against the panties that the pressure had become its own kind of agony.

His hands slid down from my chin, trailed along my chest through the thin cotton of the dress, and continued south past my stomach until his palm pressed flat against my erection. His fingers curled around the shape of me through the fabric, and he squeezed with a confidence that told me he knew exactly what he was doing.

Then he stroked one long, slow motion from base to tip, and I moaned into his mouth so hard my knees buckled.

He caught me. One arm wrapped around my waist and held me upright while his other hand kept moving, stroking me through the dress in these slow, maddening passes that made the lace of the panties drag against my shaft with every motion.

I was leaking through the fabric, a damp spot forming against the cotton, and I could feel every thread of lace like it had been wired directly to my nervous system.

Liam broke the kiss and guided me across the room toward the armchair by the window. His hand was on the small of my back, warm and steady. My legs moved because his hand told them to.

When we reached the chair, he turned me around so I was facing the bed. Then he pressed gently between my shoulder blades.

I bent over. I gripped the arms of the chair and bent at the waist, and I didn't ask myself why. The thinking part of my brain had gone quiet somewhere between the kiss and his hand on my cock, and what was left was just sensation and instinct and the pounding of my heart in my ears.

He gathered the hem of the dress and pushed it up over my hips, bunching the yellow fabric at my waist. The air hit the backs of my bare thighs and the curve of my ass, covered only by the pink lace that had started all of this.

I felt exposed in a way I'd never experienced — bent over in a stranger's hotel room, dressed in women's clothing, presenting myself to a man I'd met six hours ago.

On the bed, Lacy and Nicole had shifted. Nicole was on her back now with her knees drawn up and Lacy's head between her thighs. My girlfriend's tongue moved against Nicole's pussy with the same enthusiasm she brought to everything.

Nicole's fingers were knotted in Lacy's hair. Her back arched, her small breasts rising and falling with quick, sharp breaths. But Lacy's eyes kept drifting to me. She'd look up from between Nicole's legs and find me across the room, bent over the chair with my dress hiked up.

The expression on her face was incendiary, equal parts love and lust and something possessive that said she wanted to watch every second of what was about to happen.

I heard a cap open behind me. A quiet click, followed by the slick sound of liquid being spread across skin. Liam's fingers hooked into the waistband of the panties and tugged them down, not all the way off but just enough to bare me. The lace caught below the curve of my ass and stayed there, framing me like a border around a photograph.

His fingertip found me first. Slick and warm, circling my hole with a patience that made me grip the chair harder. He didn't push in right away. He just rubbed, slow and steady, letting the lube warm against my skin, letting me feel the pressure without the stretch. Then one finger eased inside, and my breath left me in a shaking rush.

It was strange. It was invasive and intimate and completely different from anything I'd ever felt. He worked slowly, sliding in to the first knuckle and then deeper, curling slightly as he pulled back. The stretch gave way to a fullness that radiated outward from the center of me.

A second finger joined the first and I dropped my head between my arms and made a sound I’d never made before.

Behind me, I heard his zipper. The metallic sound of teeth parting, the rustle of fabric being pushed aside. Then something thicker than his fingers pressed against me — blunt, smooth, and hot. The head of his cock rested against my hole, not pushing, just there. A question asked in skin instead of words.

"Tell me if you want me to stop," Liam said. His voice was rougher now, stripped of that easy smoothness from the restaurant. His hand rested on my hip, his thumb tracing a small circle against my skin.

From the bed, Lacy moaned. It was high and breathless and unmistakable. Nicole and Lacy were in the sixty-nine position. Nicole was eating Lacy out from below and was touching her while Lacy licked her.

The sound of her moan cut through the room and landed directly in the base of my spine. My girlfriend was being pleasured by another woman ten feet away from me. She was moaning while she watched a man press his cock against my ass. Somehow that single sound made me braver than I'd ever been in my entire cautious, careful, menu-Googling life.

"Don't stop," I said.

Liam pressed forward and the head of his cock breached me in one slow, steady push.

The pain was immediate and sharp, a burning stretch that lit up every nerve ending I had. I winced hard enough to bare my teeth and gripped the arms of the chair until my knuckles went white.

But underneath the pain, threaded through it, was pleasure. It was deep and rolling and nothing like anything I'd ever felt from the front. It radiated outward from where he filled me, hot and completely overwhelming.

He eased in inch by inch, giving me time to adjust. I could feel every ridge of him as he slid deeper. My body resisted and then opened, resisted and then opened, a rhythm of tension and release that made me gasp each time I gave a little more.

When he finally buried himself to the hilt, his hips flush against my ass, I felt so full that the air seemed to leave my lungs on its own.

Across the room, Nicole and Lacy came.

Their orgasms were loud cries that broke in the middle and dissolved into a series of breathless moans.

Then Lacy was beside me. She must've crossed the room fast because I didn't see her move, but suddenly she was kneeling on the carpet next to the armchair, her face level with mine. Her hand found my hair and stroked it back from my forehead, her fingertips trailing down my temple and along my jaw. She was still flushed from Nicole's mouth, her lips swollen and wet, and she smelled like sex and sunscreen and the salt that had been on her skin all day.

"You look so hot right now," she murmured, her thumb tracing the line of my cheekbone through the makeup she'd applied an hour ago. "My little femboy."

The word hit differently coming from her. She said it the way she said "baby" or "sweetheart.” A tender nickname.

I tried to respond but Liam pulled back and thrust forward again, and whatever I'd been about to say turned into a groan that vibrated through my chest and into the cushion beneath my cheek.

The angle had shifted and he hit something inside me that sent a white flash behind my eyes. My cock jerked against the panties and I felt a slick pulse of precum soak into the already-ruined lace.

He found his rhythm. Deep, steady strokes that built in speed until the sound of his hips meeting my skin filled the room.

Each thrust pushed me forward into the chair and dragged the fabric of the dress across my stomach. I could hear his breathing change behind me, becoming rougher, faster, losing the composure that had been so effortless all evening.

"You make such a pretty girl," he grunted, his hands gripping my hips hard enough that I'd feel the bruises tomorrow. His voice was wrecked, nothing like the smooth baritone from the restaurant. "But I like you even better knowing you have a cock."

He shifted his weight and his right arm came around my front, sliding between my stomach and the chair cushion. His hand traveled down past the bunched fabric of the dress and slipped inside the front of the panties.

His fingers found my hard, aching cock and wrapped around it with a firm grip. He stroked me in time with his thrusts, his fist tight around my shaft while his cock hit that spot inside me again and again. The dual sensation collapsed every coherent thought I had into a single blinding point of need.

My cheek was pressed into the cushion and I couldn't see straight. Lacy was still beside me, her face inches from mine, and she was watching everything. She was watching Liam's hand moving inside my panties, my face twisted with pleasure, and the dress bunched around my waist like a flag of surrender.

"Come for me, baby," she moaned.

She said it against my ear, her lips brushing my skin, and the sound of her voice tipped me over the edge like a hand pushing me off a cliff. The orgasm started deep and rolled through me in waves that I felt in my teeth. My cock pulsed hard in Liam's fist and I came in hot, thick bursts that filled the panties. It spilled over his fingers, soaking through the lace and onto the chair cushion beneath me.

A sound tore out of me that was barely human, and my whole body clenched around Liam as I rode it out.

He followed seconds later. His thrusts went erratic, his grip on my hip bruising, and he buried himself deep and held there. I felt him swell inside me and then the pulsing warmth of him letting go, his cock throbbing in slow, heavy beats as he groaned through clenched teeth.

His forehead dropped to the space between my shoulder blades and his breath came hot and ragged through the cotton of the dress.

Liam eased out of me with a slow, careful motion that still made me gasp. The sudden emptiness was its own kind of shock — a hollow ache that pulsed once and then settled into something duller. Something I'd be feeling for the rest of the evening.

I stayed draped over the armchair with my cheek pressed into the cushion, my breathing ragged, my body so spent that I wasn't entirely sure my legs would hold me if I tried to stand.

Lacy's lips found mine. She kissed me softly, her mouth warm against the corner of mine while my face was still half-buried in the fabric. Her fingers traced along my hairline and tucked a strand behind my ear. Her eyes were so close to mine that I could see the tiny flecks of gold in the brown.

"You did so good," she whispered. "I'm so proud of you."

Something cracked open in my chest when she said that. I smiled against the cushion.

"Is this exciting enough for you?" I asked.

She beamed. Her whole face lit up, every feature rearranging itself into pure, uncomplicated joy. "Hell yeah."

I would’ve kissed her again, but the sound of ice clinking against glass pulled us both back to reality. Liam had zipped himself up at some point while I wasn't paying attention, and he stood beside the armchair holding two glasses of water like a host who'd remembered his manners.

"Here," he said, handing one glass to Lacy and offering the other to me. "You'll want this."

I peeled myself off the chair and took the glass. The water was cold and I drank half of it in one pull, feeling it travel down my throat and into my empty stomach. My legs were shaky but functional.

On the bed, Nicole was smoking a cigarette. She'd produced it from somewhere, and she lay against the pillows with her knees bent and angled together.

Smoke curled up from her fingers toward the ceiling fan, and she watched us through it with heavy, satisfied eyes. She looked like a painting.

Liam crossed the room and settled onto the bed beside her. He stretched out on his back and Nicole shifted to rest her head against his shoulder, the cigarette held loosely between two fingers.

They looked so natural together that it was hard to believe they'd been with anyone else five minutes ago. They had a gravity between them that I wanted with Lacy.

Lacy pulled her bikini bottom back on and retied her top behind her neck. I straightened the dress as best I could and smoothed it down over my thighs, which was a bit like putting a Band-Aid on a car wreck but at least I felt less exposed.

We stood side by side, sipping our water, and the room settled into a quiet that wasn't awkward but wasn't quite comfortable either.

Nicole took a drag of her cigarette and exhaled slowly. "You two are welcome to stay." She patted the mattress beside her with her free hand, her palm flat against the white sheets. "The bed is big enough for all four of us."

The offer was genuine. I could hear it in her voice and see it in the way she'd made space, shifting her legs to open up the far side of the bed. Liam nodded beside her, his arm behind his head, looking at us with that same patient expression he'd worn all day.

Lacy smiled. "Thank you for the offer, but I think we should go back to our room for a bit."

Nicole and Liam both nodded. They'd done this before, I realized. They knew the rhythm of it — the heat and the aftermath and the quiet processing that came when the adrenaline faded and left you alone with what you'd just done.

I was relieved. Not because I wanted to escape them, but because my head was so full of new information that I needed somewhere private to sort through it. Every sensation from the last hour was still echoing through my body, and I needed to sit with it. I needed to figure out who I was on the other side of this, and I couldn't do that in the room where it happened.

Lacy took my hand and led me toward the door. I set my empty water glass on the dresser as we passed it.

"See you around," Lacy said over her shoulder, and it sounded like a promise.

"You know where to find us," Nicole replied.
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The door to two-fourteen clicked shut behind us and the silence of our own room felt like coming up for air. Everything was exactly as we'd left it — my swim trunks on the floor, the curtain half-drawn. It looked like a room where nothing remarkable had happened.

Lacy stood in front of me and lifted the hem of my dress. I raised my arms and she pulled it over my head, her expression free of mischief now.

She knelt and slid the panties down my legs without flinching at the state of them, set everything on the dresser, and then undressed herself until we were both standing there with nothing between us.

She took my hand and walked me to the bathroom.

The shower was small enough that two people had to stand close. She turned the handle, tested the water, and pulled me in after her. The heat hit my shoulders and I closed my eyes and let it work into muscles I hadn't realized I'd been clenching.

Lacy squeezed soap into her palms and started washing me. She began at my shoulders and worked down in slow circles. She rubbed my arms, my chest, my hips, the tender places where Liam's fingers had gripped hard enough to leave marks.

When she finished, I took the soap from her. I traced the familiar geography of her body, and when my palms grazed over her nipples they stiffened instantly against my skin. I washed her stomach, her waist, her hips, and by the time I stood back up my cock was hard and pressing against her thigh.

She looked down between us and then back up at my face, and the question in her eyes was the simplest one anyone had asked me all day.

I scooped her up by the curve of her ass and pressed her back against the shower wall. She gasped at the cold tile and then laughed, her legs wrapping around my waist, her arms hooking behind my neck.

"What are you doing?" she laughed.

I shifted my hips, found her center, and pushed inside her in one smooth thrust. She was warm and slick and so familiar that it made my chest ache after the strangeness of everything that had come before.

"Being exciting," I said.

Her laugh turned into a moan when I thrust deeper. I braced her against the wall and found my rhythm, my hips rolling against hers while the water beat down on my back. I slid a hand between us and pressed my thumb against her clit in a slow circle that made her grab the back of my neck hard enough to leave nail marks.

"Right there," she breathed. "Don't stop."

I didn't. She kissed me deep, and her moans echoed off the tile and mixed with mine. When her orgasm hit, she clenched around me so tight it pulled me over the edge with her. I came buried deep inside her with my face in her neck while the water turned cool around us.

We dried off without talking. The silence was comfortable and healing. The bed was cool when we climbed in, and through the sliding glass door I could hear the ocean arriving and retreating.

Lacy curled into me with her head on my chest. Her breathing slowed within minutes, heavy and easy. I pressed my lips to the top of her head and stared at the ceiling.

I smiled. I thought about the yellow dress folded on the dresser and the pink panties on top of it, and the way Lacy had looked at me when I wore them — not like I was ridiculous, but like she was seeing a version of me she'd always suspected was there. I knew I'd wear a dress for her again. Not because I lost a bet, but because I wanted to.

I closed my eyes and fell asleep with a smile on my face.
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