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Prologue

The issue with Trent and Bianca was that they had lives.

This was, George had come to understand, both the appeal and the inconvenience of people who knew what they were doing. They weren't available on demand. They had a calendar that filled up the way competent people's calendars fill up with work, travel, and the social obligations of two attractive professionals in their early thirties who got invited to things. Trent had a project in Scottsdale that had eaten three weekends in a row. Bianca had a friend's wedding in Portugal. There was a scheduling thread on Charity's phone that had started enthusiastically in the week after the dinner party and had since drifted into the particular purgatory of next month looks better, let's firm up soon.

George had looked at that thread more times than he intended to admit. A man who'd heard something new and couldn't stop listening for it.

"They're not saying no," Charity said. She was at the kitchen counter, eating cereal at ten on a Saturday morning, still in his t-shirt. "They're saying not yet."

"I know that," George said.

"You have your spreadsheet face on."

"I don't have a spreadsheet face."

"You absolutely have a spreadsheet face. Your eyes go a little flat and you start looking at something that isn't in the room." She pointed her spoon at him. "That's the face."

George looked at his coffee. "I'm just thinking."

"About Trent."

"About the scheduling."

Charity set her spoon down. She turned on the stool to face him properly, pulling her knee up. She had the unhurried quality she got on Saturday mornings, still barefoot and phone unchecked. He liked this version, he had always liked this version.

"Can I say something without you doing the spreadsheet thing?" she asked.

"Probably not, but go ahead."

She looked at him for a moment, choosing her words the way she did at work when she had something true to say and didn't want a fight. "Bo was fun," she said. "Cabo was fun. But that was… it was like a ride. You get on, it goes fast, you get off and your legs are shaky and you think about it for weeks." She paused. "Trent was different."

"I know it was different," George said.

"I mean specifically different." She picked up her spoon again, turned it over in her fingers. "He knew my name in the morning. He knew it before. He knew things about me from ten years ago and it… it meant something that it was him. Not just that he was good at it, which he was, but that there was something underneath it. Some actual…" she searched for the word "...regard."

George was quiet.

"It didn't feel like being used," she said. "It felt like being chosen."

George turned his coffee mug in his hands. Outside, someone was playing something with too much bass. The traffic was slow and directionless.

"You're not wrong," he said.

"I know I'm not wrong."

"It was better," he said. "Watching was better. Because there was something real in the room." He looked at her. "It wasn't just mechanics."

Charity nodded. She seemed relieved that he'd said it, that she hadn't had to pull it out of him.

"So Trent and Bianca are worth waiting for," she said. "I'm not worried about the scheduling. They'll come back around." She hesitated. "But I was thinking about something else."

George looked up.

"Not instead of," she said quickly. "Not replacing anything. But…" she turned the spoon over again "…it might be nice to have someone who was a little more available. Someone local. Not attached, so there's no calendar to negotiate, no other relationship to work around." She looked at him with the expression she used when she was proposing something she'd already thought all the way through. "Someone steady."

George considered this. "You're describing a very specific arrangement."

"I'm describing a person we don't know yet," she said. "I'm just saying it might be worth knowing them."

The upstairs neighbour's music shifted to something with more bass. George finished his coffee. He thought about Trent's hands and the way Charity had stopped checking in with him halfway through the evening, the way she'd just been in it, present and consuming and not looking to him for permission. He thought about how much he'd liked that, and how much it had cost him to like it.

"Steady and local," George said.

"And someone who actually likes me," Charity said. "Not just…" she made a vague gesture "...the situation."

"Those might be hard to find simultaneously," George said.

"Most good things are," she said. She slid off the stool and picked up her bowl. "I'm not saying we go looking. I'm saying if it happens, we don't pretend it didn't." She rinsed the bowl, set it in the rack with the neat efficiency of someone ending a conversation on her own terms. "Trent will text in a few weeks. We'll have a night that ruins us for a month. And in between, maybe something else finds its way in."

She walked past him toward the hallway. Her hand trailed across his shoulder as she went, a touch that was easy and familiar.

"I'm going to shower," she said. "Stop making the face."

George sat at the counter after she'd gone. He listened to the water start. He looked at the Saturday city out the window.

He thought: steady and local and someone who actually likes her.

He thought: that's a different thing than what we've been doing.

He thought: yes.


Chapter 1

Charity came out of the bedroom at seven-fifteen and George forgot what he'd been looking at on his phone.

She was wearing the black wrap dress; not the Vegas dress, something newer, more adult, cut to suggest rather than announce. Her hair was down, the kind of down that had taken forty minutes to look effortless. She'd done something with her eyes that made them look larger and slightly dangerous.

"Well," George said.

"Too much?" she asked. She turned toward the hallway mirror, checking the line of the dress across her hips.

"For a work event?"

"It's a work event at a rooftop bar," she said. "There's a difference."

"It's not too much," George said. "It's exactly right. Which is basically too much."

She smiled at the mirror. She knew. She always knew and always asked anyway; it was one of her more endearing hypocrisies.

George set his phone down and stood up. He came behind her at the mirror, his hands finding her waist, the fabric smooth and warm over her skin. She leaned back into him slightly, still looking at her own reflection with the focused assessment.

"What time does it end?" George asked.

"Officially ten. Realistically whenever."

"And it's just work people."

"Just work people," she confirmed. "No plus ones. Kristin made a whole thing about it in the invite. 'An evening for our team to connect.'" She did a mild Kristin voice on the last part, something slightly nasal and over-enunciated.

"An evening for your team to connect," George repeated. His hands moved down over her hips. "And you're wearing that."

"I wear this to dinner."

"You wear that to dinners where you want something to happen."

Charity turned in his hands. She looked at him carefully. "Nothing is going to happen," she said. "I'm going to drink two glasses of wine and talk to Robert about the Delacroix account and listen to whoever the new social hire is explain the algorithm to me for the third time."

"Robert is forty-seven and married," George said. "What about the rest of the guest list?"

"George."

"I'm just doing an assessment."

"There's nothing to assess," she said. "It's a work party."

"You look like a woman who ends work parties early," he said. "For good reasons."

She laughed, the real one. She pushed at his chest lightly. "Stop."

"I'm serious," he said. He tucked a strand of hair back from her face, smoothed it behind her ear. Looked at her. She was genuinely beautiful; not dressed-up beautiful, actually beautiful, the kind that showed up at seven in the morning with no makeup and day-old coffee and still rearranged his thinking. The dressed-up version was almost unfair. "You could meet someone tonight. You know that."

Charity tilted her head. "Is that you being excited or you being weird?"

"Both," George said. "Enthusiastically both. And if anything interesting happens you call me."

"I'm not calling you from a work party to narrate my evening."

"Text, then."

"George." But she was smiling.

"I just want to know," he said. "For my own…"

"Wellbeing?"

"Research."

She shook her head, but the smile stayed. She reached up and fixed his collar, which didn't need fixing. It was something she did when she was pleased with him and didn't want to say so directly.

"Nothing is going to happen," she said again. "I'm going to go, I'm going to be charming, I'm going to come home." She patted his chest. "And you are going to watch something on the television like a normal person."

"I might do some reading," George said.

"Reading." Her eyes narrowed slightly, but she let it go. She turned back to the mirror, checked her lipstick, pressed her lips together once. Picked up her clutch from the table by the door. "Don't wait up."

"I always wait up."

"I know," she said. She came back to him one more time, two fingers curling in the front of his shirt, pulling him down toward her. She kissed him. It started as a goodbye kiss and then she kept going, her hand sliding from his shirt to his belt, and by the time he registered what was happening she had him in her hand.

"Charity…"

"Shh," she said against his mouth. "Two minutes."

It was closer to two minutes than he would have liked to admit. She was efficient and focused while he gripped the door frame and tried not to ruin her outfit.

When she stepped back her lipstick was perfect. He had no idea how.

"There," she said. She smoothed the front of her dress with both palms. Checked the mirror one more time. "Now you have something to think about."

"That's diabolical," George said.

"That's Tuesday," she said, and walked out the door.

* * *

George stood in the hallway for a moment after the door clicked shut, listening to the elevator arrive and take her down. The condo settled around him into its Tuesday-evening quiet. He poured himself a drink, took it to the couch, and picked up his phone.

He lasted four minutes with the television before he opened the app.

It wasn't the first time. He'd made the profile three weeks ago on a restless Wednesday night, spent an hour on the bio, attached, looking for something specific, she leads, and then closed the app and told himself he was just curious. He'd opened it five or six times since. Scrolled. Closed it again.

Tonight felt different. Tonight she was out in the wrap dress looking like that, and the idea that had been living in the back of his head since the Saturday morning cereal conversation had worn a groove he couldn't ignore.

Steady and local and someone who actually likes her.

He scrolled.

The app had a particular grammar once you knew how to read it. Most profiles announced themselves too loudly with shirtless photos, bios that were trying to sound unbothered and achieving the opposite. He wasn't looking for that. Bo had been that, and Bo had been right for Cabo, but Cabo was over.

He was looking for something specific. Difficult to name exactly. Confident without performing it. Curious. The kind of person who would find Charity interesting rather than just attractive, or who would manage to find her both simultaneously without making it weird. Someone who, when she mentioned she had a boyfriend, would register the information and keep talking.

He scrolled for a while. He discarded several candidates with the detached efficiency of a man reviewing CVs for a position with unusual requirements. Too eager. Too bland. Too much gym, not enough else. One profile made him pause with something about the specific dryness of the bio, the photo that looked like it had been taken by accident rather than optimised. He read it twice.

He didn't message. Not yet.

He put the phone face-down on the cushion and looked at the ceiling. On the street twenty floors below, the city was doing its Tuesday things, unaware that a man in a relatively nice condo was quietly, methodically trying to find his girlfriend a boyfriend.

He picked the phone back up.

He kept scrolling.


Chapter 2

She came home at ten-forty smelling like a rooftop bar and talking before she'd fully closed the door.

"Okay so Kristin gave a speech," Charity said, dropping her clutch on the table. "An actual speech. With a printed index card. At a party."

"What was on the index card," George said. He was on the couch, phone face-down.

"Bullet points about Q3 learnings." She kicked off her heels by the door, gaining an instant four inches of shortness. "I made eye contact with Dev across the room and we both nearly died."

She came into the living room and reached behind her back for the wrap dress tie, pulling it loose with the impatience of someone who had been thinking about getting out of this outfit for the last hour. The dress fell open. She shrugged it off and draped it over the arm of the chair without breaking stride.

"Dev is the one who…" George started.

"The media buyer, yes. He's been here eight months and he still introduces himself like nobody knows him yet." She reached back and unhooked her bra, added it to the chair. She was in just her underwear now, moving toward the kitchen. "Do we have any of that sparkling water left? The good kind."

"Second shelf," George said.

He watched the feminine curve of her lower back, the way she moved in her own home like the floor belonged to her. She found the water, opened it, leaned against the counter and drank.

"Anyway Dev pulled me onto the terrace for like twenty minutes to debrief the Delacroix situation which technically I'm not even on anymore, so that was… " she made a gesture with the bottle "...that was a whole thing. And Kristin kept circling past the door giving me the look."

"What look."

"The look that means you're networking when you should be team-bonding." Another sip. "As if those are different activities."

She pushed off the counter and came back to the living room. She dropped onto the couch beside him, tucking her legs up, entirely unbothered by the fact that she was essentially naked. This was one of his favorite versions of her; slightly wine-loose, still running on the social energy of the evening, and truly her casual self.

"The catering was good though," she said. "Those little tuna things. I had four."

"Responsible."

"I had five." She settled her head against his shoulder. "Oh, and apparently Sophie and the guy from Paid Social are a thing now, which, nobody is surprised, they've been doing that thing at every all-hands where they pretend they aren’t looking at each other."

"Mmm," George said.

She kept going. Sophie's situation, the issue with the third-floor bathrooms being out of service, something about a playlist dispute that had divided the team along generational lines. George tracked enough to nod at the right moments while most of his attention rested on the warm weight of her against his side.

Then: "...and I ended up talking to this contractor guy for like an hour. Callum. He's been embedded with the content team since January."

George's attention resurfaced. "Contractor."

"Mm. He's technically through a different agency so he's not on our HR structure, which is how he got away with being actually funny all night without anyone pulling him aside to talk about professional boundaries." She turned the water bottle in her hands. "He does something with workflow systems, I don't fully understand it. But he's been rebuilding the whole content pipeline and he's apparently something like two-thirds done, so he'll be moving on in a couple months."

"What's he like," George said. He kept his voice at the same temperature as the rest of the conversation.

Charity considered this. "Dry," she said. "He's got this thing where he says something completely deadpan and you don't know for a second if he means it. And then you figure out he doesn't, but by then he's already moved on." She smiled at the middle distance, the smile of someone replaying a specific moment. "He did this bit about the index card speech that nearly made me spit out my drink."

"Is he…" George paused. "What does he look like."

Charity looked at him sideways. She had the expression of someone who knew exactly what question was actually being asked. "He's not a Bo situation," she said. "He's not. He doesn't walk into a room and rearrange the furniture with his face." She thought about it. "He's cute. He's got good eyes. He's the kind of person where you're twenty minutes in before you realise you've been enjoying yourself."

"Where's he from."

"Boston, I think. Or near Boston. He said something about the commuter rail." She paused. "Why."

"Just building a picture," George said.

"Mm." She didn't push it. She knew what he was doing and had decided to let him do it, which was its own kind of answer. She finished her water and set the bottle on the coffee table and turned toward him, her hand finding the front of his shirt.

"I had a good night," she said.

"I can tell," George said. "You've got that face."

"What face."

"The face where the world is generally going your way."

She smiled. "Come here," she said.

What followed was different from the Trent nights, different from the charged, performance-adjacent energy of the hotwife occasions. It was familiar and warm and a little urgent in the easy way of two people who know each other's rhythms and aren't trying to prove anything. She laughed once at something he said wrong and then recovered quickly and then didn't laugh anymore. He took his time. She let him.

Afterward she was asleep in twelve minutes, her breathing slowing with the efficiency of someone who had been social for four hours and had nothing left to spend.

George lay in the dark looking at the ceiling.

He lasted maybe eight minutes before he picked up his phone.

The screen lit the room in a pale rectangle. He opened LinkedIn first because it was the most defensible search: professional context, legitimate platform, nothing strange about it. He typed Callum and the company name.

Callum Marsh. 28. Workflow consultant. Based in the city, relocated from outside Boston three years ago. The profile photo was small and slightly overexposed; outdoor light, squinting a little, the photo of a person who hadn't updated their profile picture in eighteen months. But Charity was right. Good eyes. A pleasant face, the kind that would improve when he was talking about something.

George looked at it for a moment, then cross-referenced to Instagram.

The account was public but thin in the way men's accounts were thin with just seventeen posts, none recent, the algorithmic footprint of someone who used the platform to look at things rather than be seen. A photo from a hiking trail. A beer at a game, the stadium out of focus behind it. A group shot at what looked like a birthday with Callum near the edge, arm around a shorter guy with the same jaw who was probably a brother. A Christmas photo: a kitchen table, three or four siblings and some kids small enough to be nephews or nieces, Callum in the back making a face at the camera with the energy of a person performing reluctance while secretly enjoying themselves.

George studied the Christmas photo for longer than was strictly necessary.

He wasn't a model. He wasn't Bo. He was a thirty-minute drive from the office and probably owned a decent amount of flannel and had opinions about baseball and made Charity nearly spit out her drink with a bit about a printed index card.

George put the phone face-down on the nightstand.

Charity made a small sound in her sleep and shifted toward him, her shoulder finding his arm.

He knew this was a strange thing he was doing. He had no illusions about the strangeness of it: the careful cataloguing, the Christmas photo, the cross-platform research into a man his girlfriend had mentioned once, casually, on a Tuesday night. A normal person would note the name and move on.

George was not, it turned out, a normal person.

But Callum Marsh had made her laugh for an hour at a work party. He was leaving in two months. He hadn't flinched when she mentioned a boyfriend. And he had, George thought, genuinely good eyes.

He closed his eyes.

Something will come of it or it won't, he thought. No need to force it.

He was asleep before he finished the thought, which was probably for the best.


Chapter 3

Weeks passed, and George would think about it later and have trouble accounting for the specific days. Work was fine. The city was moving into the version of itself it became in early fall, the light changing angle, the morning air carrying a new bite. They cooked dinner three times a week and ordered in the rest. Charity started a show he had no interest in and he sat with her through four episodes anyway and found himself invested against his will. She bought a plant and named it something ironic and watered it with more dedication than either of them expected.

It was the happiest George could remember being. Not the sharp, chemical happiness of the Cabo nights or the living room with Trent. This was a quieter happiness.

He wanted her constantly.

This was not new, he had wanted her since approximately the third hour of knowing her, but it had taken on a new texture since Cabo, since the dinner party, since Callum Marsh's LinkedIn photo on a Tuesday night. The wanting had layers now. There was the straightforward physical layer, which had always been there. And underneath it, threaded through it, was the other thing: the images that showed up without warning and that he didn't try to stop.

Bo's hands on her waist in the pool, the white bikini going translucent.

Trent's voice, conversational and final: George. I'm going to fuck your girlfriend.

He'd be in a budget meeting watching someone present a graph and his mind would cut away without warning, returning him to the armchair in their living room, the low light, Charity looking across the room at him with that specific expression, you like this, don't you, and he'd have to recalibrate his entire face before anyone noticed.

He thought about Callum Marsh in a different way. Less cinematic. More like a hypothesis he was quietly testing against the available evidence.

* * *

The cheat code, as George had come to think of it, had been discovered by accident.

Three weeks in, on a Thursday when Charity came home tired and faintly irritable after a day that had apparently contained one meeting too many, he'd pulled her close on the couch and she'd given him the patient, affectionate, not tonight version of herself that he respected and that was still mildly frustrating.

And he'd said, without fully planning to: "You know what I keep thinking about."

She'd said, into his shoulder: "Mm."

"The pool," he'd said. "That first afternoon. The white bikini."

Four seconds of silence.

Then she'd lifted her head.

Her eyes were different. The tired irritability was still there but it had company now, something that had switched on underneath it, rearranging her priorities on her behalf.

"The bikini," she'd said.

"And after," he'd said. "When we went up to the room."

She'd looked at him for a moment with the expression of someone mildly annoyed at being outmaneuvered.

Then she'd reached for his belt.

Since then he'd learned the calibration of it. Too much detail too fast and it became effortful, self-conscious. The right amount with a reference, an image, just enough to open the door, and she was there, present, the fatigue or distraction burning off in about thirty seconds. Bo worked reliably. Trent worked better but carried more charge, something that started hotter and occasionally ended with her quiet afterward in a way that meant she was somewhere he couldn't follow.

He didn't mind. He minded slightly and liked minding, which he had made his peace with.

* * *

The friend's engagement happened on a Saturday morning.

Charity was on her phone at the kitchen counter, same configuration as the Bianca conversation, same old shirt, though it was his other one now, the grey one. She made a genuinely warm, slightly assessing sound.

"Oh, Priya's engaged," she said.

George looked up from the eggs he was not paying close enough attention to. "Good for Priya."

"Look at this ring." She held the phone out toward him.

He looked. It was a ring. He understood, in the abstract, that it was impressive.

"It's big," he said.

"It's too big," Charity said, pulling the phone back, studying it with the focus of a professional. "It's like… you spend the whole time looking at the ring and not the diamond. There's too much setting." She tilted the screen. "See how it sort of drowns it?"

"I'll take your word for it."

"You want the stone to be the whole point," she said. She was talking to herself as much as him now, the phone tilted in her hand. "Like you want it to catch light from across a room. Something that people notice before they notice the band." She scrolled to a comments photo, someone comparing it to another ring. "Pavé, probably. Lots of small stones on the band so the whole thing glitters, and then something that actually shines in the center. Round brilliant, maybe. Or cushion." She looked up. "Not a big flat thing where all the light just… sits there."

"Round brilliant," George repeated with confidence.

"You're not writing this down."

"I'm committing it to memory," George said. He turned back to the eggs. He could feel her looking at the side of his face for a moment.

"Anyway," she said. She put the phone down. "Happy for her. Priya's great. He's fine."

"High praise."

"He's genuinely fine. He's exactly what she wanted." She poured her coffee. "Some people know early what they want and just go get it. I find that both admirable and slightly alarming."

"Alarming why."

"Because what if you're wrong?" She wrapped both hands around her mug. "What if you pick the thing at twenty-six and then you're thirty-two and you're different and the thing isn't."

George moved the eggs off the heat. "And some people wait until they're certain," he said.

"And some people," Charity said, "make eggs and don't answer the question."

"Both options have merit," George said.

She looked at him for a beat. Then she smiled, the small private one, and let it go.

* * *

The Callum mention came on a Wednesday. She was pulling her jacket on by the door, running approximately four minutes behind, the state of mild logistical chaos she generated every morning and resolved through sheer forward momentum.

"Oh… Callum's wrapping up his project," she said. She was checking her bag. Keys, phone, the small wallet. "His last day is Friday. The content team is doing drinks after work."

"Where," George said.

She looked up. "Why."

"I finish at six. I could come by after."

Charity stood with her hand in her bag. She was reading him, the way she'd learned to read him.

"It's a work thing, George."

"I know," he said. "I just thought I'd see if you were still there. Say goodbye to the team. I've heard a lot about Dev and the Kristin index card situation."

"You want to meet him," she said.

"I want to meet your colleagues," George said. "I'm a sociable person."

"You are famously not a sociable person."

"I'm growing," George said.

Charity looked at him for another second. The four minutes had become five. Something moved across her face.

"Fine," she said. "Text me when you're leaving the office. If we're still there I'll send you the place."

"Great," George said.

She pointed at him on her way out the door, a gesture that was half warning.

"Sociable," she said.

The door closed.

George finished his coffee. He looked at the plant on the windowsill, which was doing well, better than either of them had predicted.

Friday, he thought.


Chapter 4

The email came in at four fifty-three.

George looked at it, looked at the time, and felt the quiet fury of someone who knows exactly what's happening and can't do anything about it. Henderson's team had been sitting on the variance report since Tuesday. Tuesday. And now, at four fifty-three on a Friday, with the cowardice of people who needed to be able to say they'd sent it before the weekend, here it was.

He typed a reply that was professional and pleasant and contained.

Then he started working through it.

The office emptied around him in stages. First the assistants, then the junior analysts, then the exodus of people who had somewhere to be and weren't embarrassed about it. By five-thirty the floor had the hollow quality of a place being vacated, the overhead lights on their automated dimming cycle, someone's forgotten coffee going cold on the desk across from his.

He texted Charity at five forty-five: Running late. Henderson.

Her reply was immediate: Of course he is. We're at Olio. Come when you can.

He considered, briefly, the Saturday morning option. The report wasn't due until Monday. He could close the laptop, get to the bar while it was still full, walk in with the whole group around them as cover for his goal for the night.

He opened the next section of the report.

He wasn't a Saturday morning person. He had never been a Saturday morning person. Leaving things was a particular kind of discomfort he'd identified in himself early and never fully resolved; the awareness of the unfinished thing sitting somewhere, accruing, waiting. He'd rather stay late on a Friday and own his weekend than carry the weight of it into Saturday.

He finished at six twenty-two. He closed the laptop with more care than it required, put on his jacket, and took the elevator down.

He didn't speed. It was a fifteen-minute drive on a Friday evening and he let it be fifteen minutes, catching the lights as they came. He thought about the Henderson report for about four minutes and then stopped thinking about it. He thought about the bar, about Charity's text, come when you can, and about the unfortunate luck of running late on a Friday.

By the time he'd been here an hour, she'd said. If we're still there.

He'd see who was still there.

* * *

Olio was the kind of bar that had made a considered decision about its lighting and stuck with it: low, amber, the type that made everyone look like they were having a better time than they probably were. George found them through the window before he went in.

A table near the back. Four of them. Two women he didn't recognise, colleagues he'd heard referenced in passing: one of them possibly Sophie, or possibly the social hire, they were interchangeable in the retelling of Charity's work stories. They were turned toward each other, mid-conversation, wine glasses nearly empty with the satisfied looseness of a Friday well-executed.

Charity was laughing.

Not the social laugh. The real one, the one that involved her whole face and was slightly too loud and that she'd given up being self-conscious about sometime in her mid-twenties. She had her hand flat on the table and was shaking her head, the gesture of someone receiving a story that was genuinely landing.

Callum Marsh was leaning back in his chair with the comfortable posture of a man who knew the story was working and wasn't pushing it. He had good timing, George could see it even from outside; he was letting the laugh happen, not talking over it, not rushing to the next thing. Patient. He looked approximately like his LinkedIn photo with the exposure corrected: pleasant, present, the kind of face that improved in motion.

George watched for a moment longer than was strictly necessary.

This wasn't Bo. Bo had been a physical event; he walked into a room and everything reoriented, and Charity's response had been partly involuntary. And it wasn't Trent, with the decade of history and the surgical social intelligence and the sense of a man running a long game he'd already won.

This was different. This was two people at a bar on a Friday who were genuinely enjoying each other's company, and underneath the enjoyment, visible even from the other side of a window, was the charge of two people who found each other attractive and were doing nothing about it. The flirtation was light and unforced.

George thought: if she were single, she'd go on a date with this guy.

He thought: she's not single.

He thought: she has a boyfriend who is about to walk through that door.

He went in.

The bar was warmer than outside, noisy in the way bars get on Friday evenings. He crossed to their table and Charity saw him first, her face doing the thing it did when she was pleased rather than surprised.

"Hey," she said. She tilted her face up and he bent and kissed her, easy and natural, the greeting of two people who'd been doing this long enough for it to be unconscious.

"Sorry," he said. "Henderson."

"We know," she said. She put a hand on his arm. "George, this is Callum. Callum, George."

Callum stood without performance, just the automatic courtesy of someone raised to stand, and extended his hand. His grip was straightforward, no calibration in it. "Good to meet you, George," he said. "I've heard about your work situation."

"It's a recurring condition," George said.

"Chronic," Charity confirmed.

The two women, Sophie, possibly, and the other one, made the sounds of departure almost immediately, the polite fiction of plans that may or may not have existed. Coats, bags, the round of cheek-kisses. Charity walked them to the door and George pulled out a chair and sat across from Callum and signaled a passing server.

"What are you drinking?" George asked.

"I should probably switch to water," Callum said, in the tone of a man who was not going to switch to water.

"Another of whatever that is," George told the server.

Callum smiled. "So… finance, right? Charity mentioned."

"Junior partner," George said. "Which means I do finance while a senior partner takes credit for it."

"That's every industry," Callum said.

"How about you… workflow systems, she said. What does that actually mean."

Callum gave him the version of the explanation that was designed for civilians. It was clear, not condescending, with a self-aware aside about how he knew it sounded abstract. George listened and asked the questions he already knew the answers to: the Boston background, the relocation, how long he'd been contracting rather than in-house.

"Since about twenty-six," Callum said. "I realised pretty fast I'm better at coming in, fixing a specific thing, and moving on. I get restless in permanent roles."

"Where next?" George asked.

Callum shrugged. "Something's in conversation. Probably back east for a bit. I've got family in Providence." He glanced toward the door where Charity was finishing her goodbyes. The glance was quick, reflexive, the unconscious tracking of someone who'd been aware of her position in the room all evening. He looked back at George without apparent embarrassment. "Your girlfriend's great, by the way. Half the reason this project didn't implode is she kept the content team functional during the migration."

"She's competent," George said. "It's annoying."

Callum laughed. Real laugh, not courtesy. "Yeah, she said you'd say something like that."

George noted this. She said. Present tense, recent conversation. They'd talked about him.

"How's the dating life out here," George said. Casual, beer in hand, the question of a man making friendly conversation with someone his girlfriend worked with. "City treating you okay."

Callum made the face of a man being honest rather than performing. "Little slow," he said. "It's a weird age, twenty-eight. Everyone's either just out of something or deep into something else." He turned his glass. "I've been heads down on this project anyway. Not great for meeting people."

"No," George agreed.

Charity came back to the table. She dropped into her chair, picked up her glass, looked between them with the alert expression of someone assessing what had happened in her absence.

"You two good?" she asked.

"Comparing notes on Henderson," Callum said.

"You don't know anything about Henderson," Charity said.

"I know enough," Callum said.

Charity looked at George. George looked at Charity. She held his gaze and he watched the colour come up slightly at her throat and she didn't look away and she didn't shake her head.

She picked up her drink.

"So," she said to Callum. "You're really leaving us."

"Project's done," he said. "You're operational. You don't need me."

"The content team is going to collapse within a month," Charity said.

"Six weeks," Callum said. "I give you six weeks."

"That's not reassuring."

"It's not meant to be reassuring. It's meant to be accurate."

She laughed again. He watched Callum receive the laugh with the small involuntary satisfaction of it, trying not to show how glad he was. He watched Callum reach for his glass and in doing so glance, quickly and with genuine helplessness, at the neckline of Charity's top. The look of a man who has been exercising restraint all evening and in an unguarded moment let it slip.

He recovered immediately. Looked at George.

George was looking at his beer.

Callum took a sip of his drink.

George thought: there it is.

He thought: he has no idea what kind of evening this could be.

He thought: let's find out what he's made of.


Chapter 5

The drinks came in rounds that nobody was formally tracking. The conversation moved the way conversations move when three people find their rhythm early: work to travel to the specific hell of open-plan offices. From there it went sideways into whether Boston or New York had the superior food scene, which Callum and Charity prosecuted with the energy of people who didn't actually disagree that much but were enjoying the argument.

George largely refereed. He was comfortable here, in this role of the observer, the dry interjection, the person who asked the question that redirected the conversation somewhere more interesting. He was good at it and had been good at it long before Cabo gave it a different dimension.

Callum, he decided, was genuinely good company. Not performing it. Not working the room. Just present, engaged, with a timing that made everything land a beat better than it should. He had the quality of someone who'd grown up in a big family and learned early that if you wanted to be heard you'd better be worth listening to.

"The thing about New York pizza," Callum said, "is that everyone in New York treats the fact that it's good as a personality."

"It is good," Charity said.

"It's good," Callum agreed. "I'm not disputing the pizza. I'm disputing the relationship people have with the pizza."

"Boston has…" Charity started.

"Don't," Callum said. "I'm from there. Don't."

Charity looked at George. "Back me up."

"I'm not getting involved in regional pizza politics," George said. "I'm from Ohio. We don't have a horse in this race."

"What does Ohio have?" Callum asked.

"Resilience," George said. "And a surprisingly good chain restaurant infrastructure."

Callum laughed. Charity laughed. The candle on the table had burned down to a stub.

The flirtation between them was light and persistent. Nothing that crossed a line: a look held a second longer than necessary, Callum leaning in when she made a point, Charity touching her hair in the unconscious way she did when she was enjoying male attention and hadn't quite registered she was enjoying it. Small signals, that were unmistakable in aggregate.

George watched it the way he watched most things: noting the details, filing them, feeling the warm pull in his chest.

At one point, Charity was mid-story about a client disaster involving a mistranslated tagline, and Callum glanced at George like a man checking something; not for permission exactly, just acknowledging the audience, making sure the room was what he thought it was.

George met the look easily. Yes, the look back said. She's great. I know.

Callum nodded slightly and laughed at the end of the story.

Later, George said, dropping it casually into a gap in conversation, the way you say something you've been waiting to say while pretending you just thought of it: "Charity's the worst, by the way. Living with someone that looks like that is genuinely exhausting."

Callum smiled carefully, a man navigating a field he hadn't fully mapped. "I can imagine," he said.

"It has to be said," George continued. "Objectively. As a neutral observer of my own life."

"You're not a neutral observer," Charity said.

"Callum, would you say Charity is objectively attractive? As a neutral third party."

Callum looked at Charity. Then at George. Then back at Charity, who was wearing the expression of someone pretending to be more embarrassed than she was.

"I think," Callum said, with the care of a man choosing his footing on uncertain ground, "that I would very much like to find a woman who looks like Charity." He picked up his glass. "When the time is right."

"Reasonable," George said.

"George," Charity said.

"What? I'm agreeing with him."

"You're…" she started, then stopped, then laughed despite herself. "You're impossible."

"I'm accurate," George said.

Callum was smiling at his drink.

George had been building toward something for the last forty minutes, waiting for the conversation to open. We should do this again, the three of us, and maybe sometime when it's not a Friday and we're all less tired and the conversation has gone where it's clearly going. Not a proposition exactly. An opening. A door left ajar.

But the evening had its own ideas.

Charity's energy had been running on a long burn with the work day, the drinks with colleagues, and now this. He felt it before he saw it: the slight softening of her posture, the laughter coming a beat slower. She reached under the table and put her hand on his knee.

He looked at her.

She gave him a small apologetic smile. Not for Callum's benefit, for his. I know. I'm sorry. I'm done.

He could have pushed. The window wasn't entirely closed. But he thought of Callum's careful answer about the dating scene, the delicate word selection when the conversation got close to anything real. He thought: not yet. Not tonight. Let it be what it's been and let that be enough.

"We should get out of here," George said. "Early start."

"I’m not the party girl I once was," Charity said.

"You’re still my party girl," George replied.

Callum took the signal without difficulty, the adaptability of someone used to moving through other people's environments. He settled the last of his drink and reached for his jacket.

Outside, the air had the cool edge of a city evening in early fall. The street was quieter than it had been when George arrived.

Charity hugged Callum.

It was more than the quick hug of colleagues at the end of a work event. She stepped into it, her arms around his shoulders, her face briefly in the side of his neck. He held it with one hand at her back, not wandering, just present. It lasted long enough for George to clock it and say nothing.

She pulled back. She kept her hands on his arms for a moment.

"We're doing this again," she said. It wasn't a question.

"Yeah," Callum said. His voice had a different quality than it had inside.

She kissed him on the cheek. Unhurried. Close enough to the corner of his mouth to mean something while remaining completely deniable.

"The three of us," she said.

Callum looked at her and then at George, something moving through his expression that he hadn't quite resolved by the time he smiled. "The three of us," he said.

They went their separate directions. George watched Callum round the corner before he said anything.

* * *

"The three of us," George said.

They were half a block toward where he'd parked. Charity was walking close to him, her shoulder against his arm, her heels in her hand.

"Don't," she said.

"I'm not doing anything."

"You have the voice."

"I have a voice," George said. "It's my only voice."

"You have the voice you get when you're pleased with yourself." She looked up at him sideways. "Which you are."

"I thought it went well," George said neutrally.

"It went well because it was just drinks," Charity said. "It was normal. We're normal people having drinks."

"Absolutely," George said.

"George."

"I'm agreeing with you."

She stopped walking. She turned to face him on the pavement, barefoot, clutch under her arm, looking up at him with the expression she used when she was about to say something true.

"If I was single," she said, "I would have gone home with him tonight."

George looked at her.

"I know," he said.

"Just so we're clear."

"Crystal," George said.

She held his gaze for a moment, then turned and kept walking. He fell into step beside her.

"He's cute," she said, more to herself than him.

"He is," George agreed.

"He made me laugh."

"I noticed."

"He's not Bo," she said. "It's not… it's not that thing. It's different."

"Better or worse?"

She thought about it honestly, which he appreciated. "Different," she said again. "Bo was like… I didn't need to like Bo. Bo wasn't about liking." She paused. "I like Callum."

George unlocked the car. They got in.

* * *

The sex that night had the quality it sometimes had now, long and unhurried, the two of them taking their time in the way that had become available to them in recent months. George had noticed this shift without announcing it: the hair trigger of the early Cabo weeks had recalibrated into something steadier. The images still came of Bo, Trent, the living room, but they were fuel now rather than ignition, something that powered a longer burn rather than setting off an instant reaction.

He lasted. They both finished. Charity lay with her head on his chest, her hand moving slowly on his stomach in the half-conscious way she had when she was processing something.

"You liked him," she said.

"I did," George said.

"You were charming him."

"I'm a charming person."

"You were specifically charming him." She tilted her head to look at him. "You wanted him to like you."

"I want everyone to like me."

"You want Callum to like you for specific reasons," she said.

George was quiet.

"Say it," Charity said.

"Ask him for a drink," George said. "Just the two of you."

The hand on his stomach stopped.

"Just me and Callum," she said.

"He's not Bo," George said. "He's not Trent. You can't drop him into a room and expect him to know what he's walked into." He kept his voice easy. "But he likes you. That's real. And you like him." He paused. "Go have a drink. Just a drink."

Charity was quiet for a long moment. He could feel her thinking, not about whether she wanted to, he was fairly sure about that, but about what it meant. The weight of it.

"You won't be there," she said.

"No," George said.

"I don't know how I feel about that."

"I know," George said. "Me neither."

She settled back against his chest.

"He'd be good at it," George said, almost to himself. "I think he'd be good at it."

"At what specifically."

"At being someone," George said. "Not just… an occasion."

Charity absorbed this. Her hand started moving again, the slow unconscious trace.

"Let me think about it," she said.

"Take your time," George said.

They lay in the dark. George stared at the ceiling, at the light moving across it. He thought about Callum rounding the corner, jacket over his arm, unhurried. He thought about the look on his face when Charity had said the three of us, and the expression that had moved through it without quite landing anywhere.

He's not ready for what this is, George thought. Not yet.

But he could be.


Chapter 6

Ring shopping started, as most of George's decisions started, with a spreadsheet.

Not a literal one, he wasn't that far gone, but the mental equivalent. He knew what he wanted. He'd known since the Saturday morning with Priya's ring photo, watching Charity's face as she described exactly what she would and wouldn't choose. Round brilliant. Pavé band. Something that catches light from across a room.

He started looking on a Tuesday night while Charity was on a call with her mother in the bedroom, the door half-closed, her voice doing the patient warmth she displayed for family. He opened three tabs and then six and then was twenty minutes deep into the education he hadn't known he needed: cut grades, carat weight, the geometry of why a round brilliant returned more light than anything else, the way pavé settings multiplied the sparkle of the band so the whole thing glittered as a system rather than as a single stone.

He found a jeweler that did custom work. Small operation, good reviews, a portfolio that suggested they understood the difference between impressive and beautiful. He sent an inquiry from his work email at ten-fifteen, which he recognised as a slightly unhinged thing to do, and didn't regret it.

The reply came Thursday morning with a consultation link and a timeline.

Six to eight weeks for a custom piece. Possibly closer to eight with the stone he was describing, and he was describing it with the detail of a man who had taken notes.

George looked at the calendar.

Eight weeks was two months. Two months was too long to carry this around without either telling her or losing his mind. He'd seen her face at the kitchen counter, the pavé comment, the some people know what they want and go get it observation aimed at him with the precision of a woman who understood exactly what she was doing. She wasn't waiting. She was waiting in the way people do when they're pretending not to be waiting, which was the most impatient kind of all.

He booked the consultation anyway. Eight weeks was eight weeks. It would arrive when it arrived.

But.

* * *

The jewelry district was a fifteen-minute walk from his office, which he'd never had reason to know before and now found convenient. He went on his lunch break on Friday, which he spent approximately zero percent of thinking about lunch.

The shop was small, family-run, the kind of place that had survived the shift to online retail by being better in person than any website. A woman in her sixties with reading glasses on a chain helped him without being effusive about it, which he appreciated.

He explained what he was looking for.

"For now," he said. "A placeholder. Something simple. Gold band. The real one is being made but I don't want to wait two months to ask her."

The woman looked at him over her reading glasses like someone who had heard variations of this sentence many times and found it reliably endearing.

"Cubic zirconia?" she said.

"She'll know immediately," George said. "She has very strong opinions about stones."

"She will know," the woman agreed. "But she'll also know what it means that you didn't wait."

George thought about this.

"Yes," he said. "That's the point."

He left twenty minutes later with a small bag and a receipt that felt entirely reasonable for what it represented. The band was plain gold, warm and simple, with a round zirconia that caught the light adequately without pretending to be something it wasn't.

He put it in the inside pocket of his work bag, behind the laptop charger, where it would remain until he figured out the rest of the logistics.

He walked back to the office eating a sandwich he'd grabbed from the place on the corner, feeling not exactly nervous. More like a man who had committed to a course and was now simply executing it.

His phone buzzed.

Charity: okay I texted Callum

George stopped walking.

George: and?

Charity: he said Saturday works

Charity: he seems excited

George: what did you say exactly

A pause. Longer than a reply to a simple question warranted.

Charity: I said I wanted to grab a drink and catch up since he'd just finished the project

George: that's it?

Charity: I said you might stop by later if you weren't busy

George stood on the pavement outside his office building with his sandwich and read this exchange twice.

George: so he thinks it's...

Charity: probably the three of us yes

Charity: or just us catching up as friends

Charity: it's ambiguous

George: you like it ambiguous

Charity: I like having options

He took the elevator up. He sat at his desk. He looked at the reply for a moment.

George: what time

Charity: seven. That wine bar on Clement

George: what are you wearing

Another pause.

Charity: why

George: I'm curious

Charity: I haven't decided

She had decided. He knew she had decided. Charity planned outfits the way George planned spreadsheets, thoroughly and in advance.

* * *

Saturday afternoon he came into the bedroom to get his book and found her at the mirror.

The dress was dark green, wrap style, different from the black one but in the same family of intention; deliberate without being obvious, the kind of thing that worked for drinks-with-a-friend right up until you noticed what was underneath it. He noticed the bra strap where the wrap gapped slightly as she moved. Her best bra that framed her breasts perfectly both under clothes and on its own.

"You look nice," George said.

"Thank you," Charity said, smoothing the wrap.

"That's the good bra," George said.

"I like this bra."

"You wear that bra to specific occasions," George said.

"I wear it when I want to feel confident," Charity said, meeting his eyes in the mirror.

"And the thong," George said. "The black one."

She turned to look at him directly. "I communicate clearly," she said. "Through my fashion choices."

"You're sending a very clear communication," George said.

"I'm going for drinks," Charity said. "With a friend. Who happens to find me attractive. While wearing things that make me feel good." She turned back to the mirror. "These are all separate facts."

"Mm," George said.

She looked at him in the reflection. "How much can I do without you there," she said. It wasn't entirely a question.

George sat on the edge of the bed. He'd thought about this, on and off, since the Tuesday night he'd suggested it. He'd turned it over in the way he turned things over: methodically, until he knew where it sat.

"Everything," he said.

Charity was quiet.

"In theory," he said. "Everything. He's a grown adult, you're a grown adult, you can do whatever feels right." He looked at his hands. "In practice, in my perfect version, I'm there at some point. Watching." He paused. "But that's my preference. Not a condition."

Charity turned from the mirror. She looked at him with the careful attention she used when she was deciding how honest to be.

"I don't know if tonight is that night," she said.

"I know," George said. "That's fine."

"He doesn't know what he's walking into."

"He knows something," George said. "I think he's been figuring it out."

"He's been figuring out that you're unusually relaxed about your girlfriend having drinks alone with a man who finds her attractive," Charity said. "That's not the same as knowing."

"No," George agreed. "But it's a start."

She came over to where he was sitting and put her hands on his shoulders, looking down at him. She had a few inches on him this way, with the heels. He liked it.

"I'll text you," she said.

"I know," George said.

"If the vibe is right…"

"Use your judgment," George said. "It's better than mine."

She studied him for a moment. Then she leaned down and kissed him, warm and unhurried.

"Don't be weird tonight," she said.

"I'm going to be extremely weird tonight," George said. "Privately. In this apartment."

She laughed, the real one. She straightened up, checked the mirror one final time, picked up her bag.

"Lock up," she said.

"Go," George said.

* * *

The door closed at six thirty-one.

George sat on the couch for a few minutes doing nothing in particular. The apartment had the empty quality it got when she wasn't in it. He made himself a drink. He considered the television and dismissed it.

He opened his phone.

Her location dot was moving south on the map along the main road, the route to the wine bar on Clement. He watched it. He found this comforting rather than absurd, which said something about him he didn't examine too closely.

It stopped. She was there.

George looked at the dot for a moment. A small blue circle on a map representing his girlfriend in a green dress with a lacy bra underneath it, walking into a wine bar to meet a man from Boston with good eyes who made her laugh and didn't yet know what the evening might offer.

He picked up his book.

He put it down.

He looked at the dot.

This is fine, he thought. This is what I wanted.

He looked at the dot.

She'll text, he thought.

He picked up his book again and read the same paragraph four times, then put it down and settled in to wait.


Chapter 7

She texted at six forty-nine.

Here. I was early. I'm never early.

George was on the couch with his book open to the same paragraph he'd been reading since she left. He smiled at the phone.

Nervous? he typed.

Extremely. Don't say I told you so.

I would never.

You absolutely would.

I absolutely would. You look amazing. Go in.

A pause. He could picture her in the car, checking her lipstick in the visor mirror, doing the thing she did where she squared her shoulders like someone walking into an important meeting.

Going in, she sent.

Then: wish me luck

You don't need it, George sent back. But good luck.

* * *

At seven-twelve she sent: I see him. He's at the bar already.

Then nothing.

George put his phone face-up on the coffee table and looked at it for approximately ninety seconds before accepting that looking at it was not going to make it vibrate. He put it in his pocket. He went to the kitchen. He came back.

He thought about working out. He had the equipment for it: a mat, some weights in the corner of the second bedroom that got used with inconsistent dedication. He changed into gym clothes and stood in the doorway of the second bedroom and looked at the weights and thought about Callum at the bar with his good eyes and his Boston vowels and his careful way of saying things, and decided he was not in the right mental state for it.

He changed back.

He thought about masturbating, briefly and practically, the way you consider something before deciding it's the wrong answer right now. He dismissed it for reasons he couldn't entirely articulate but had to do with the feeling that he wanted to be fully present for whatever came next, not sedated.

He did the dishes.

This was not planned. The dishes had been there since breakfast and he'd been ignoring them with practiced ease, but suddenly the logic of doing something with his hands that required no cognitive engagement was overwhelming and clarifying. He ran the water hot and worked through the stack methodically, the scrubbing and rinsing, the small satisfaction of the drying rack filling up.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

He grabbed it with a wet hand.

Dev, work related, irrelevant.

He put the phone on the counter where he could see it and finished the dishes and then, because he was committed now to the therapeutic value of domestic activity, moved on to the laundry that had been sitting in the basket at the foot of the bed since Thursday. He sorted it with more precision than it required. He started the machine. He came back and stood in the kitchen and looked at his phone on the counter.

Eight twenty-three.

An hour and twelve minutes since I see him.

The wine bar was eight blocks from the pier. He knew this because he had, in a moment of either romantic anticipation or clinical obsession, looked up the area on Google Maps at some point in the last week. The pier was nice. The kind of place you went when you'd finished your drink and the evening still had somewhere to go and you wanted the combination of open air and city lights and the low ambient sound of water to do the work that a second location usually did.

His phone buzzed.

Going for a walk on the pier.

George sat down on the kitchen floor with his back against the cabinet, which was not a thing he'd ever done before and made complete sense right now.

He looked at the message. Four words. The pier rather than a walk; she knew he'd know the pier, had probably known he'd looked it up, was sending coordinates as much as information.

He typed: Beautiful night for it.

He sent it before he could add anything else. He put the phone on the floor beside him and looked at the ceiling.

He thought about the green dress in the dark on the pier. The heels she'd have taken off by now probably, carrying them, barefoot on the boards the way she'd been barefoot on the beach in Cabo. He thought about Callum beside her and what that conversation looked like with the easy back-and-forth he'd seen at the bar, the timing, the way Callum knew when to let silence do something.

He got up off the kitchen floor. He moved the laundry to the dryer. He poured himself a drink he didn't particularly want and took it to the couch and sat with it and watched his phone and did not check the location dot because looking at a dot was not enough information and was too much information simultaneously.

Nine forty-one.

Buzz.

We kissed.

George put his drink down.

He's an amazing kisser. I explained our situation. He gets it.

He read this twice. He felt the physical response he'd come to recognize; not quite jealousy, not quite arousal, the compound of the two that lived in his chest and his stomach simultaneously.

Going to make out in his car now.

He picked up his drink. Set it down again. Picked up his phone.

There were approximately forty things he wanted to say. He wanted to ask what gets it meant exactly, what she'd told him and how he'd responded and what his face had done. He wanted to ask where on the pier, and whether it was her who moved first or him. He wanted to know if she'd made the sound she made, the one he knew, the involuntary one.

He typed: Should I get a hotel near you?

He watched the screen.

The three dots appeared. Typing.

Stopped.

Typing again.

He stared at the dots appearing and disappearing with the focus of a man reading weather systems, trying to interpret the pattern: was she asking Callum, was she deciding, was she writing something longer and editing it down, was she laughing, was she not looking at her phone because both of her hands were occupied?

Yes.

One word. No punctuation. Sent quickly, like something decided before it could be un-decided.

George was on his feet before he'd consciously registered standing. He grabbed his jacket from the hook, his keys, his wallet. He opened the hotel app while walking to the door, thumb moving through the options with a speed that would have impressed him under other circumstances.

There. A block from the pier. Decent hotel, not showy. Two available rooms. He booked the king without reading the amenities, confirmed with his thumb, was in the elevator before the confirmation email arrived.

In the car he drove the way he always drove, which was carefully and at the speed limit, though every instinct was pulling in a different direction. He told himself this was fine. He told himself he was a man driving to a hotel near the waterfront on a Saturday night, a completely ordinary activity.

His mind was on the car. He didn't know what Callum drove, he had not thought to establish this during his research, which felt like an oversight. A parking lot near the pier, or a street, some dark and anonymous geography where his girlfriend was currently…

Just kissing? he thought.

His hands on the wheel were entirely steady. His heart was doing something irregular.

Kissing, he thought. Or more than kissing. Or kissing that had become more than kissing in the way these things became, incrementally, each step the logical conclusion of the last.

He thought about her in the passenger seat of an unknown car in the green dress with the sexy bra, and Callum, careful, patient, good-timing Callum who had lasted an hour and a half at a wine bar before suggesting the pier, doing the thing she'd said he was good at.

The hotel appeared on the right.

He pulled in. He was out of the car and at the front desk and in the elevator within four minutes, the room key in his hand before he'd fully caught his breath.

He sat on the edge of the hotel bed. Clean white linens. A window with a partial view of the water.

He texted her the hotel name and room number.

He sat in the quiet room with his jacket still on and his heart still doing the irregular thing, and he waited, and he had absolutely no idea what was about to walk through the door, and it was the best he'd felt in months.


Chapter 8

She knocked twice, which was not something you did at your own hotel room, and then opened the door.

They came in together. Charity was flushed, her hair less arranged than it had been, the green dress slightly off its original axis. She was laughing at something, or at nothing, the giddy laugh of someone running on adrenaline and not regretting any of it. Callum was behind her, jacket in hand, wearing the expression of a man who had just had a very good hour and wasn't entirely sure what the next ten minutes contained.

"Hi," Charity said to George. She crossed to him and kissed him on the cheek, warm and quick, and then stayed close, her hand on his arm. She smelled like outside and wine and something else.

"Hi," George said.

Callum raised a hand. "Hey, man." The voice was steady but the eyes were doing the work of reading the room very quickly.

"Good walk?" George asked.

"Really good walk," Charity said.

There was a beat where the three of them occupied the room and the room's implications simultaneously. George watched Callum's eyes move; to the bed, to George, to Charity, back to George. The calculation was visible and not unkind. He was a decent person trying to work out if he was in a situation he'd actually agreed to.

George liked him for that.

Charity, to her credit, did not wait for the room to resolve itself through conversation. She reached back and found the tie of the wrap dress and pulled it loose. The dress fell open and she shrugged it to the floor with the easy confidence of a woman who knew exactly what she was doing and what she looked like doing it.

The bra. The thong. The whole dramatic and planned effect.

Callum looked. This was not a choice so much as a biological inevitability.

"Wow," he said, quietly, to no one in particular.

She went to him. She put her hands on his chest and walked him back toward the edge of the bed until he sat, somewhat abruptly, and she climbed onto his lap. George stayed where he was, near the window. Giving space. Giving the room whatever it needed.

It went well, for a few minutes. Callum's hands found her waist. She was doing the thing she did, all her focus and attention narrowed to a point, and the room had the charge it sometimes had.

Then it didn't.

George noticed before Charity did, which meant he had approximately forty-five seconds of watching Callum's face do something complicated, the conflict of a man who wanted to want this and was discovering those were different things. Callum's hands stayed at her waist but the quality of them changed, from holding toward steadying. He looked over Charity's shoulder at George with an expression that was equal parts apology and distress.

Charity noticed.

She pulled back. She looked at him. Neither of them said anything for a moment.

"Hey," she said. Her voice was quiet, the work voice gone, just her.

"I'm sorry," Callum said. "I don't… I think I need a second."

George made a decision.

"I'm going to make a call," he said. "Give you guys a minute."

Callum looked at him with something close to gratitude.

George took his phone into the hallway and closed the door behind him. The corridor was empty, the low carpet and cream walls of the hotel existed in a state of perfect anonymity. He walked to the window at the end, which looked out over the parking structure, and stood there.

He did not press his ear to the door. He thought about it and decided it was on the wrong side of a line he preferred to keep.

He looked at his phone. He gave it five minutes, which felt both very short and three weeks in length. He watched a car navigate the parking structure below with unnecessary difficulty.

He called her.

She picked up on the second ring.

"Hey." Her voice was different than the last time he'd heard it. Lighter.

"Hey," George said. "How are we doing."

"Come back in," she said.

In the background George heard Callum say something he couldn't make out, and then Charity said, away from the phone: "I'm telling him to come back." And then Callum's voice again, closer, and then both of them were on the line.

"Come back in, George," Callum said. His voice had the quality of a man who had resolved something internally and come out the other side of it. He sounded like himself with the good timing, the steadiness. In fact, he sounded more confident.

George was already walking back down the hall.

He knocked twice, for symmetry, and opened the door.

Charity was on her knees, her head bobbing back and forth enthusiastically.

Callum was standing, his back to the window, his pants and boxers at his ankles, his hands loose at his sides, his head tipped back slightly. The expression on his face was the uncomplicated expression of a man no longer in conflict about anything.

He heard the door and looked up.

He found George in the doorway. He held eye contact for a moment with the easy steadiness of a man who had, in the last five minutes, made his peace with the direction of the evening.

He raised his right hand.

Thumbs up.

George let the door close behind him. He found the armchair in the corner, the one that seemed to exist in every hotel room for this exact purpose, and sat down.

"Hi baby," Charity said, without stopping, without looking up.

"Hi sexy," George said.

He settled in.


Chapter 9

George sat with his legs crossed and one hand loose on the armrest, the careful posture of a man presenting himself as relaxed, and watched. He was afraid of spooking Callum; if the guy bolted now, the whole evening, the entire situation would crumble. So he kept still, trying to look like a man casually enjoying the view instead of someone whose pulse was hammering in his throat.

This was the part he'd been thinking about since the Saturday morning with the cereal and the conversation about steady and local and someone who actually likes her. He'd thought about it in the abstract while doing dishes and looking at Christmas photos on Instagram and sitting on the kitchen floor with his back against the cabinet. He'd thought he knew what it would look like.

He hadn't, quite.

George was momentarily aware he was fully dressed with two people who were rapidly shedding their clothing; his girlfriend and her… friend? Date. She helped said date remove his shirt before hooking her thumbs in her thong and sliding it off before tossing it into George’s lap. George caught a glimpse of Callum’s erection; he was definitely not Bo or Trent, but confidently on the upper side of average.

Charity led Callum to the bed in a way that was unhurried, entirely present, all her attention narrowed to a point. He knew this. He'd seen it with Bo, seen it differently with Trent, and this was different again. Not the helpless pull of Cabo or the charged something-to-prove energy of the living room. She looked like herself, specifically herself, doing something she'd decided to do. That was new.

Callum said "I just want you both to know I'm going to be completely normal about this… Starting tomorrow," which made Charity laugh. Her real one, which was not a sound George had expected in this particular context.

He was watching two people who liked each other. That was the most complicated part.

She looked over at him.

Not checking in, exactly. Not asking permission. Just locating him, the way she did, making sure he was in the room. He held her gaze. She held his for a moment and then she wasn't looking at him anymore, and he sat with the fact that this was the correct outcome and felt every layer of what that meant simultaneously.

Callum was not Bo. Bo had been a physical event, contained and discrete and over. What George was watching now was different; the difference of a man who was paying attention to her, noticing her, and the effect that had on Charity, which was not the same effect as being wanted without being known. George had understood this intellectually since the Saturday morning. He was understanding it differently now.

She made the sound. The one he knew.

George looked at the window for a moment. The partial view of the water, the city doing its Saturday things, indifferent and continuous. He breathed. He looked back.

Callum went down on her after a while, eagerly. Charity’s hand fisted in his hair, hips rolling against his mouth, her eyes darting back and forth between Callum’s head between her thighs and George. “Just like that…” she encouraged.

George watched Callum go down on her until she was satisfied and ready. She reached across him and pressed a condom into Callum’s hand, the one she'd left on the nightstand, and he rolled it onto himself. Giving George one last look, it was George’s turn to give a big goofy thumbs up before Callum, now focused solely on the beautiful naked woman in bed with him, slid up her body and slid into her for the first time. She moaned appreciatively.

She looked incredible with hair messy, lips swollen from earlier, the date night dress a crumpled puddle on the floor. Her breasts shook with each thrust, nipples tight from the cool hotel air and the attention.

“Fuck,” Callum breathed, hands gripping her thighs. His voice had that Boston edge, thicker now. “I can’t believe this is happening. You feel… Jesus, Charity.”

She smiled down at him, the confident, slightly wicked smile George knew so well. “You’re doing great,” she said, leaning forward to kiss him. It was deep, unhurried, her tongue sliding against his while he thrust into her steadily.

Callum made a low sound into her mouth that was half laugh, half groan. When she pulled back he shook his head, eyes wide with genuine disbelief. “Your boyfriend is right there watching and I’m inside you. This is insane. Good insane. But insane.”

George couldn’t help smiling. The pure, boyish glee in Callum’s voice was disarming, as was the raw, delighted surprise that this was his reality tonight.

Charity glanced over at George, checking in without words. He gave her the smallest nod. Keep going.

He moved her legs over his shoulders. Charity was glowing. She had sweat at her temples, lips parted, completely lost in the sensations. George watched every detail: the way her breasts moved with each thrust, the flush spreading down her chest, the way she kept glancing between the two men like she couldn’t decide which one to focus on and loved that challenge.

They changed positions and Callum was on his back now. Charity straddled his hips, moving slow and deliberate. She straightened up, hands on Callum’s chest for leverage, and picked up the pace. The sound of skin meeting skin filled the room, wet and rhythmic. Callum’s head tipped back against the pillow, a helpless grin breaking across his face.

“Holy shit,” he muttered. “You’re so wet. Is this… is this because of me or because he’s watching?”

“Both,” Charity said, voice breathy but honest. She looked at George again, eyes dark. “He loves it.”

Callum turned his head, meeting George’s gaze again. He then looked back at Charity. "Yeah… I can see that."

He sat up suddenly, wrapping his arms around her, capturing her nipple in his mouth as he gripped her ass. Charity laughed, surprised and delighted. The new angle pulled a soft moan from her, the one George knew meant she was getting close.

“George,” she said suddenly, voice tight. “Come here.”

Callum slowed but didn’t stop, looking over at him with that same open curiosity.

George stood, crossed the room, and knelt on the bed beside them. Charity turned her head, reached for his belt with one hand while the other stayed on Callum’s shoulder. “I want you in my mouth,” she said.

Callum watched as she freed George’s cock and took him in her mouth, her body still rocking with Callum’s steady thrusts. The eye contact between the two men was brief but loaded; Callum’s expression said this is really happening and George’s said welcome to our life. Callum gave another small, incredulous laugh and kept moving, the rhythm syncing naturally.

It didn’t take long after that. Charity came first, back arching, a sharp cry muffled around George. Callum followed seconds later, groaning her name as he buried himself deep, hips stuttering. George pulled back at the end just enough to finish across her lips and chin, the sight of it sending a final hot pulse through all three of them.

The room went still.

The air conditioner hummed. On the nightstand Charity's phone was face-down where she'd left it, next to the small box George had moved from his jacket pocket three hours ago without thinking too hard about what it meant that he'd moved it.

He was going to think about it now. He was going to think about it in approximately fifteen minutes.

"Okay," Callum said, to no one in particular. He sounded like himself in the good timing, the steadiness, the Boston vowels easier now than they'd been at the wine bar. "I don't know what I was expecting tonight to be, but…"

He didn't finish the sentence.

George looked at her. "Yeah," he said.

Charity made a sound between them that was not quite a word. She reached out with one arm in each direction and found them both, her hands loose on their arms, and lay there with her eyes closed and her hair completely given up on.

George looked at her. He looked at the small box on the nightstand.

He thought: eleven days is long enough.

He thought: I need her to be looking at me when I do this.

He thought: give it fifteen minutes.


Chapter 10

Callum left the way decent people leave situations they've never been in before; graciously, without making it about himself. He dressed and shook George's hand with genuine warmth. He kissed Charity on the cheek, he said I'll text you and meant it, and he closed the door behind him with a quiet click.

“He seemed overwhelmed,” Charity quipped.

“You can be overwhelming,” George replied. “In the best way.”

“Of course.”

Charity was wrapped in the hotel duvet, sitting against the headboard, her hair entirely given up on. She looked satisfied and slightly dazed, the version of her that existed in the twenty minutes after something significant, when the adrenaline was metabolizing and everything was quietly becoming ordinary again.

George was still in the armchair.

He looked at her.

He thought about the placeholder ring in his jacket pocket. He'd been carrying it for eleven days, moving it from jacket to jacket with the furtive dedication of a man transporting something that couldn't be discovered prematurely. It had been in his inside pocket tonight, which in retrospect felt less like coincidence and more like the kind of decision you make without fully admitting you're making it.

He stood up.

He picked up his jacket from the back of the chair.

Charity was looking at her phone, the loose, directionless scrolling of someone not actually reading anything. She didn't look up.

George reached into the inside pocket. His fingers found the small box.

"Charity," he said.

"Mm," she said, still at the phone.

"Hey," he said. "Look at me."

She looked up.

He was on one knee on the hotel carpet. The box was open. The zirconia caught the bedside light and did its adequate best.

The phone dropped to the duvet.

Her face went through several things in quick succession, a sequence he would try to reconstruct later and never quite manage to get in the right order. Shock first, clean and total. Then something warm and flooding that took over her eyes before the rest of her face caught up. Then, unmistakably, an expression he recognized as the one she wore when she was genuinely frustrated with him and trying not to laugh about it simultaneously.

"George," she said.

"I know," he said.

"I am naked," she said. "In a hotel room."

"I know."

"We just… " she gestured vaguely at the room, the evening, the preceding hour.

"I know," George said. "I've been carrying this for eleven days. I couldn't wait anymore."

"You could have waited until tomorrow," she said. "You could have waited until I had clothes on. You could have waited until I… " she stopped. She looked at the ring. She looked at him. "How long have you known?"

"A while," George said.

"How long is a while."

"Since before Cabo, honestly," he said. "Cabo just… confirmed the direction."

She was quiet for a moment. Outside, the city was doing its late Saturday things, the muffled ambient noise of it coming through the window.

"This isn't how I imagined this," she said.

"I know," George said. "I want to start our engagement exactly here. In this room. Tonight." He held her gaze. "Because this is us. This is actually us. The rest of it… the nice setting, the photos… that's for everyone else. This is ours."

Charity looked at him for a long time.

"You are so strange," she said. Her voice had gone soft.

"Is that a yes," George said.

"It's a yes," she said. "On my conditions."

"Name them," George said.

She held out her hand and he slid the ring on. She held it up and turned it in the light with the focused assessment he'd expected.

"This is a zirconia," she said.

"That is a zirconia," George confirmed. He reached into his other pocket and brought out his phone, the jeweler's design file already open, and handed it to her.

She took it. She looked at the screen.

The round brilliant in its pavé setting, the band glittering as a system, exactly as specified on a Saturday morning over someone else's engagement post. The rendering was good. The jeweler had sent it two days ago and George had looked at it approximately forty times since.

Charity's expression changed.

She pressed her lips together. Her eyes went bright in that way they went bright when she was not going to cry and then cried anyway.

"You listened," she said.

"I always listen," George said. "You just don't always believe me."

She laughed, wet at the edges. She looked at the rendering again, then at the placeholder on her finger, then at him still on one knee on the hotel carpet.

"Get up," she said. "Come here."

He sat beside her on the bed. She leaned into him, the duvet around her shoulders, the phone still in her hand.

"My conditions," she said, composing herself with the efficiency she brought to everything. "When the real ring is ready…"

"Six to eight weeks," George said.

"When the real ring is ready," she continued, "you propose again. Properly. I want a photographer. I want to know roughly when but not exactly when. I want to be wearing something good and have my face done and be somewhere that photographs well." She turned the zirconia in the light again. "And I want to look surprised in the pictures even though I won't be."

"Done," George said.

"And nobody knows until then," she said. "Not your mother, not Bianca… nobody. I want to announce it the right way."

"Understood," George said.

"And you're paying for the photographer," she said.

"Obviously," George said.

She looked at him. The frustration had finished metabolizing into something else, the thing underneath it that had been there since he got down on one knee, which was the warm uncomplicated happiness of a person who has received the thing they wanted at the wrong moment and couldn't care less about the moment.

"I love you," she said. "You are completely insane."

"You said yes to completely insane," George said. "In a hotel room. After a very eventful evening."

"Don't remind me," she said. Then: "Remind me a little."

He pulled her close. The ring caught the light on her finger and did better than adequate. It was there. That was enough.

They didn't sleep for a while.

What happened next was different from the evening, different from the Trent nights and the special charge of Cabo. It was the two of them in a hotel room that smelled faintly of someone else's cologne and a lot had happened in, and it was slow and deliberate and slightly giddy, the lovemaking of two people who have just rearranged their future and are still grasping the new arrangement.

Charity laughed once, at nothing, or at everything, and George kissed her and she stopped laughing and then started again and eventually stopped for good reasons.

Afterward she slept with the immediacy she always slept, present one moment and gone the next, her breathing evening out, her hand loosely holding his arm. The ring was on her finger. The city was quiet in the way cities are quiet at two in the morning, which is not quiet at all but a different kind of noise entirely.

George lay beside his fiancée in the dark.

He thought: six to eight weeks.

He thought: she cried at the rendering.

He thought about the photographer, the dress, the setting yet to be chosen, the public version of this moment that she would curate with the same precision she brought to everything, the post that would go up with the perfect light and the strategically surprised expression and the ring that caught light from across a room.

And the private version, already complete, already theirs: a hotel room, a zirconia, both of them naked, after the most erotic yet unconventional evening.

He closed his eyes.

He was, he thought, extremely happy.


Chapter 11

The phone was on the nightstand, screen-down, where Charity had left it at two in the morning.

It was screen-up by eight-fifteen, which was when Charity rolled over, looked at it with one eye, and made a sound.

"What," George said, into the pillow.

"Callum texted," she said.

George turned over. Thin grey light was coming around the edges of the blackout curtains, the ambient hum of a building that never fully slept. Charity was propped on one elbow reading her phone with the careful attention of someone parsing language rather than just reading it.

She handed it to him.

Hey. Last night was… honestly I'm still working out how I feel about all of it, which probably sounds worse than I mean it to. I had a really good time. The pier was great. The wine bar was great. All of it was great. I just need to sit with some of it for a day. No regrets though. Zero. Hope that makes sense.

George read it twice. He handed the phone back.

"He's a good person," George said.

"He is," Charity said. She was already typing.

He watched her compose the reply with the care she brought to communication that mattered. Not the rapid-fire efficiency of work texts, but the slower rhythm of someone who knew the difference.

She showed him before she sent it.

You don't have to have it all worked out. Neither do we, and we've been doing this longer. I had a wonderful time. We had a wonderful time. Take your day. Text me when you feel like talking.

"Good," George said.

She sent it. She put the phone down and lay back and looked at the ceiling.

"We'd like to see him again," she said. Not a question.

"Yes," George said.

"He's not Bo," she said. "It's not just… an occasion. I actually like spending time with him."

"I know," George said. "That's the point."

She turned her head to look at him. The ring caught the morning light that was coming through the gap at the edge of the curtains, the zirconia doing its honest best. She'd fallen asleep with it on and hadn't taken it off and George had noticed this at some point in the night and said nothing about it.

"I want to see him on my own again," she said.

George was quiet.

"I know," she said. "I know what that means. I'm not asking you to decide right now."

"It's different," George said.

"I know it's different."

"All the rest of it… Bo, Trent, last night… I was there. I could see it." He stared at her face. "This would be…"

"Me doing something you can't watch," she said. "On my own terms."

"Yes," George said.

"Is that a no?"

George thought about the laundry. The dishes. The location dot moving steadily along the map toward the wine bar on Clement while he sat on the kitchen floor with his back against the cabinet. The hour of silence on the pier. Three dots appearing and disappearing before yes.

"It's not a no," he said. "It's not a yes yet either."

"Okay," she said, simply.

* * *

Callum texted back at noon, by which time they were dressed and checkout was in an hour and George had procured coffee from the lobby with the gratitude of a man who had not slept enough.

Okay I've sat with it. Still good. More than good actually. This is not what I thought my next situationship or whatever we're calling it would look like but I'm not complaining.

What are we calling it, Charity typed back.

Fun, Callum sent. For now. If that works for you both.

Fun works, Charity replied.

She looked at George. He nodded.

One thing, she typed. Nobody knows yet. We're not ready to explain it to people.

A pause.

Yeah that's fair, Callum sent. I wasn't planning on leading with this at family dinner.

You can tell your friends you had a good night, George typed, leaning over. Just keep the details general.

'I met someone' covers it I think, Callum sent back. Then: Is it weird that I mean that?

Charity looked at George.

George looked at the message. He thought about the thumbs up in the hotel room doorway, the genuine uncomplicated happiness of a decent person having an unexpectedly good time. He thought about Callum at the bar, patient, the good timing, the careful way of landing a sentence. He thought about I would very much like to find a woman who looks like Charity and the rope-bridge word selection of a man navigating unknown ground.

Not weird, he typed. Not even a little.

* * *

They checked out at eleven fifty-eight.

The drive home was quiet in the easy way, the Sunday morning city moving slowly around them. Charity had her window down slightly, her elbow on the door, her hand trailing in the air. She was wearing last night's dress in the way of someone who had made peace with the evidence of a good evening and wasn't going to apologize for it.

"So," she said, at a light.

"So," George said.

"Callum," she said.

"Callum," George agreed.

"The real ring," she said. "Six to eight weeks."

"Closer to six," George said. "I pushed them."

She smiled at the window. The light changed.

"We need to pick a location," she said. "For the proposal. The real one." She'd already started thinking about it, he could tell. The Charity who planned outfits three days in advance was also the Charity who would have strong opinions about the light, the angle, and exactly where on her Instagram this was going to live. "Somewhere with good natural light. Not a restaurant, too controlled. Maybe the botanical garden. Or the overlook on…"

"Tell me what you want," George said. "I'll make it happen."

She looked at him. "You're very agreeable this morning."

"I'm very happy this morning," George said.

She held up her left hand. The zirconia caught the light.

"Placeholder," she said.

"Six weeks," he said.

She lowered her hand. She looked out the window at the city passing, the Sunday morning version of it, unhurried and mild.

George drove. He thought about the real ring at the jeweler, the round brilliant in its pavé setting, currently being assembled by someone who understood the geometry of catching light from across a room. He thought about Callum texting I met someone and meaning it genuinely, a decent person finding his footing in unfamiliar terrain. He thought about the photographer yet to be booked, the dress yet to be chosen, the location yet to be agreed on.

He thought about the word he hadn't said aloud yet today, the one that had been a question yesterday and was a fact this morning.

Fiancée.

He turned onto their street. He found the parking space. He killed the engine and sat for a moment in the quiet of the car.

Charity was already opening her door, last night's heels in her hand, the ring catching the morning light one more time as she reached for the handle.

She paused. She looked back at him.

"Come on then," she said.

George got out of the car.

He followed his fiancée inside, and the door closed behind them.


Author's Note:

Dearest Reader,

Thanks for continuing George and Charity’s journey and celebrating their engagement with me!

If you enjoyed this one, do me a favor and leave a review. Reviews are how readers like you find stories like this, and they're basically the reason I get to keep writing them.

Charity's journey will continue. Part 4 is scheduled for June 2026. George wants more and so does Charity.

While you wait, I have other wicked little experiments on the shelf:

My First Threesome Experiment: A college party, two hot guys, and a freshman woman about to learn what college is really about.

Exploring Away From Home: A trio of stories about women finding themselves between two men in a bed that is not their own.

Sweating with Her Gym Crushes: A high-intensity study on elevated heart rates, heavy lifting, and the "cardio" benefits of two very buff gym buddies.

Stay curious, stay hydrated, and keep reading!

Love, Zoya Lane
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