
















Sharing Charity: A Hotwife Journey Part 5

Zoya Lane


Chapter 1

The ring had stopped feeling like a placeholder somewhere around month two.

Charity noticed this the way she noticed most things about herself; retrospectively, after the fact had already settled in. She'd been describing it to a colleague as the ring rather than a ring and had caught the distinction midsentence and kept going, because correcting it would have been less accurate, not more.

It was zirconia. It was temporary. It sat on her finger like it had opinions about staying there.

George noticed she'd stopped noticing it. He said nothing, which was one of his primary forms of communication.

* * *

Six months out from the wedding the apartment had a different quality than it had a year ago, but nobody had announced it. Callum's jacket on the hook by the door. His coffee preference known and stocked. A particular brand of olive oil he'd brought once and apparently decided was a permanent contribution to the household. Tuesday nights that occasionally became Wednesday mornings, which had stopped requiring any particular decision.

Their friends had met him. Not as anything formally introduced, just as someone who appeared at things and who George was clearly comfortable with and who Charity was clearly something to. Their friends were not stupid. Their friends had been asking each other about it in the approximate terms that people use when they don't want to ask directly, which was everyone's preferred approach and suited the arrangement well.

In October they'd all gone to dinner: George and Charity, Callum, two other couples they'd known for years. Callum sat between Charity and a woman named Rachel who worked in architecture and had a charming and articulate sense of humor, and by the end of the first course he and Rachel were deep in something about load-bearing walls that Charity gathered was funny. Charity watched George watch Callum make Rachel's husband laugh and saw George's face do the small private thing it did when something was better than expected.

After, walking back to the car, Callum said: "Your friends are cool."

"They are," Charity said.

"They didn't ask."

"They asked each other," George said. "They didn't ask us."

"Is that because of you or because of them," Callum said.

"Both," George said. "We picked them correctly."

Callum walked for a moment. "I've never been someone's deliberate choice before."

Charity said, "You're ours. They're the downstream effect."

He looked at her. "Is there a difference?"

"Yes," she said.

He thought about this. "Okay," he said, which was what he said when he'd decided to accept something that was going to keep being true whether he accepted it or not.

* * *

The wedding planning had a background hum to it that Charity had tuned to the right frequency. The venue was confirmed: small, outdoor, water nearby, exactly what she'd said she wanted the night they'd opened the good wine and made a list. George had researched caterers with the spreadsheet thoroughness that she had stopped finding excessive because it reliably produced excellent results. Bianca had been given a mandate on flowers that was narrow by design and was already attempting to renegotiate its borders.

"The mandate was specific," Charity said, on the phone, for the third time in a week.

"The mandate was limiting," Bianca said. "I'm a creative person."

"You have bad taste in flowers."

"I have bold taste in flowers."

"Those are not different things," Charity said.

Bianca made a sound that suggested she was filing this under incorrect opinions I will revisit later. "What about the table settings."

"The table settings are not part of the mandate."

"So I have latitude."

"You have no latitude," Charity said. "The table settings are George's."

A pause. "George is doing the table settings."

"George has opinions about symmetry."

"Of course he does," Bianca said, with the fond exasperation she used for George specifically. "Of course he does."

Her sister had called about seating. She had views. Charity had listened to the views and made notes and would refer to the notes when it became relevant and not before. Her sister's views on seating were extensive and thoroughly felt and in Charity's assessment about sixty percent correct, which was a better average than most people achieved.

George, when consulted, said: "Put Bianca's table on the left side. Your sister will be focused on what's in front of her."

"That's very tactical," Charity said.

"I prefer thorough," he said.

* * *

The week before the previous Tuesday, George had been at the counter with the spreadsheet face and Charity had waited.

"What's the third kind," she said.

He looked up.

"Work is the first kind," she said. "Household is the second kind. The third kind is the one you're wearing now."

He looked at her for a moment. "I've been thinking about the apartment."

She waited.

"We're going to need more space," he said. "Eventually."

She read his face. The eventually was doing a lot of work in that sentence and both of them knew it. "How much more," she said.

"A second room. Ideally with some separation. Its own entrance would be optimal." He paused. "I've been looking at the floor above."

She looked at him carefully. "You've been looking at the floor above."

"The unit comes up in spring," he said. "The owner is open to offers."

"You talked to the owner."

"I expressed preliminary interest," he said. "Nothing committed."

She sat with this for a moment. The ring caught the kitchen light. "You've been thinking about this for a while."

"Since before Miami," he said.

"You didn't say anything."

"I wanted to see if it was still true after," he said.

"And is it?"

"Yes," he said.

She looked at him across the counter, the man who did his research before he said things, who let conclusions prove themselves before he named them, who had been quietly making space for Tuesday nights at the architectural level while she was still working out where the olive oil went.

"Okay," she said.

He nodded once and went back to the laptop.

She ate her yogurt and looked at the ring and thought about Tuesday.

* * *

Tuesday itself was, at this point, a known quantity.

Callum came with food from the Thai place because it was cold outside and the Thai place was what cold outside called for. George opened wine. Charity was in the middle of something on her laptop and finished it with the focused efficiency of someone clearing the decks, closed it, and turned around to find the table already set in the way it was set on Tuesday nights, which was different from the way it was set other nights in small ways that had accumulated into their own grammar.

They ate. Callum told them about something at work involving a miscommunication between two departments that had no logical resolution and had apparently been entertaining everyone in the office for the better part of a week. George listened with the genuine interest he had for organizational dysfunction. Charity ate and tracked the story and said, at the end of it: "The obvious solution is to fire whoever scheduled that meeting."

"That's the CEO," Callum said.

"Mm," Charity said.

"She has a point though," George said.

"Everyone agrees she has a point," Callum said. "Nobody is going to do anything with the point."

"The human condition," George said.

"The human condition, indeed," Callum agreed.

They finished the food. Charity took the plates. Callum refilled the wine without asking, which was what he did now, the comfortable assumption of welcome.

Later, the three of them in the general vicinity of the couch and the television, Charity said: "George is going to buy the apartment upstairs."

Callum looked at George.

"I'm making preliminary inquiries," George said.

"He's going to buy the apartment upstairs," Charity confirmed.

Callum absorbed this. He turned the wine glass. "The one above this one."

"Yes," George said.

"Which would mean."

"More space," George said. "The specifics are flexible."

Callum sat with this. He turned the wine glass. He was doing the internal accounting he did before he said what he thought. "Is this the conversation where you tell me there's a door in the ceiling," he said.

Charity laughed. George looked at him with the expression that meant he'd said something George found genuinely funny and wasn't going to perform finding funny.

"There would be stairs," George said. "Probably a private entrance from outside as well."

"For whom," Callum said.

"The space," George said. "Generally."

Callum looked at Charity. Charity looked at the television with great interest.

"The space," Callum said.

"The space," George agreed.

Callum picked up his wine. He looked at the ceiling, the apartment directly above them, its availability in spring, the floor plan he was apparently already imagining. "George," he said.

"Yes," George said.

"You are a very unusual person."

"I prefer thorough," George said.

Callum made a sound that was not quite a laugh, the compressed version of it, the thing that happened when something was both funny and true. He drank his wine. On the television, something happened that nobody was watching.

* * *

At eleven, the jacket from the hook, the familiar close of it.

Charity walked him out because she'd wanted to, which was reason enough. At the door he stopped and looked at her in the hallway light, the easy comfort of someone who knew where he stood.

"The floor above," he said.

"George doesn't make preliminary inquiries," she said. "He makes decisions and calls them preliminary inquiries."

"I know," Callum said. "I know exactly what he does." He looked at her. "You're going to have a really good life," he said.

"I know," she said.

"I'm glad I'm part of it."

"You are very much part of it," she said. "We're putting in stairs."

He laughed, the real one. He kissed her, easy, the Tuesday version of it, and took the elevator down.

She stood in the doorway for a moment and looked at the hall.

Behind her, the sound of George washing glasses in the kitchen, the quiet domestic close of the evening, the apartment settling into its nighttime self.

She went back in. The ring on her finger caught the light.

Six months, she thought.

She went to find George and tell him he was buying the apartment upstairs.


Chapter 2

The people who knew about Callum and the people who didn't had a way of sorting themselves at parties.

The ones who knew — three couples, a woman named Priya who had been Charity's friend since before George, a man named Duncan who had been George's friend before everything — were comfortable with him. They included him in the easy lateral way of people who had decided that someone was simply part of things and had updated their understanding accordingly. They didn't make it a topic. It was not a topic. It was just the configuration, and the configuration had been true for long enough that it had stopped being new.

The ones who didn't know noticed something without being able to name it. Callum watched this happen occasionally in the slight recalibration when George put a hand on Charity's back and she leaned into it and then twenty minutes later laughed at something Callum said with a particular ease, the recalibration that said something is different here but I can't locate it and then arrived at no conclusion because there was no conclusion available to it.

He had decided, somewhere around month four, that this was fine. The ones who didn't know didn't need to know. The ones who did had been told or had figured it out and had made their peace and moved on, which was the correct response and the one he appreciated.

What he hadn't anticipated, before all of this, was how much he would like George's friends specifically.

* * *

Duncan had been the one he'd been most uncertain about.

Duncan was the kind of man who had been George's friend since university and who took friendship seriously in the way that certain men take friendship seriously: loyally, protectively, with a low tolerance for people he decided weren't worth George's time. He was an engineer. He asked direct questions and waited for direct answers. He had, at the first dinner where Callum had been present, looked at Callum across the table with the assessment of someone running a check.

Callum had looked back. He'd answered the direct questions directly. He'd talked about his work, his city when he'd lived elsewhere, his opinions on several things Duncan also had opinions on, some overlapping and some not.

At the end of the evening Duncan had said: "You should come to the football thing in February."

Callum had looked at Charity. Charity had been looking at her wine.

"What football thing," Callum said.

"George hates football," Duncan said. "I watch it anyway. Sometimes I need someone to watch it with who isn't going to make editorial comments about the sport."

"George makes editorial comments," Callum said.

"George makes many editorial comments," Duncan confirmed.

"I like football," Callum said.

"Good," Duncan said. "February."

He'd gone to the football thing. George had not come. It had been uncomplicated and fine in the way that Callum was slowly realizing most things in this arrangement were uncomplicated and fine once you got past the part where they seemed like they should be complicated.

* * *

The dinner in October had been six people: George and Charity, Callum, and two couples they'd known for years. Paul and Meg, who had children and opinions about restaurants. Rachel and her husband James, Rachel being the architect with the sharp sense of humor who had, within ten minutes of meeting Callum, drawn him into a conversation about cantilevers that Callum couldn't fully follow but found genuinely interesting.

The thing he'd noticed about that dinner, walking home afterward: nobody had asked.

Not nobody; Rachel had asked, obliquely, at the end of the evening when James and George were in conversation and Meg was in the bathroom and Paul was looking at his phone. She'd said: "How long have you three been doing this."

"About eight months," Callum said.

Rachel nodded once, the efficient nod of someone filing a piece of information in the correct place. "Does it work," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"Good," she said. James came back and the conversation moved on.

That was the whole of it. The entirety of what had been asked, across six people over three hours, about the arrangement. He'd been expecting more, or something, a sideways comment or a pointed joke, the social mechanism people used to acknowledge things they weren't going to acknowledge directly.

There had been nothing. They'd talked about the restaurant, Paul and Meg's older child's school situation, a trip Rachel and James were planning, a thing that had happened at George's office that Charity told with the fluency of someone telling a story she'd heard twice and had improved in the retelling.

Callum had sat in it. The normalcy of it. The unremarkable quality of an evening where he was simply among people he knew, in the company of two people he was in some form of love with, and nothing about it required explanation or management.

Walking home, he'd said: "Your friends are good."

"They are," Charity said.

"They didn't ask."

"They asked each other," George said. "They didn't ask us."

He'd thought about this for most of the walk. Then: "Is that because you chose them correctly or because they're just like that."

"Both," George said. "We picked them correctly."

* * *

The night that mattered, though, was a Thursday in November.

Not a Tuesday; Thursdays were not a pattern, they were occasional, the arrangement flexible enough to accommodate a week that had been long and a standing invitation that meant come over if you want. Callum had wanted to. He'd brought food from the Italian place because he remembered Charity had mentioned a craving for parmesan.

They'd eaten and Charity had told him about a woman at her office who was, in her assessment, in the wrong career and had been for at least a decade and was only now beginning to suspect it. She told this with the particular warmth she had for people working out true things about themselves late. George had listened and agreed and added a detail about someone at his office that connected to it thematically and they had talked about that for a while.

Later, over the last of the wine, Callum said: "Can I say something."

"Yes," Charity said.

He turned the glass. He'd been thinking about how to say this for a few weeks and had not arrived at a clean version, which meant the unclean version was what he had. "I came into this thinking I understood the shape of it," he said. "And I did, mostly. The practical shape. What it was and what it wasn't."

Charity waited.

"I didn't understand how much it would become just. The shape of my life." He looked at the table. "Eight months ago on a Tuesday night I was thinking about this as a thing I was doing. A complicated and interesting thing, but a thing. Now it's just Tuesday." He paused. "And Thursday apparently."

"Is that a problem," George said.

"No," Callum said. "It's the opposite of a problem." He looked at George. "I keep waiting for the thing I'm supposed to feel bad about. The conventional version of what this looks like. The jealousy or the wrongness or whatever." He shook his head slightly. "It's not there. I've been checking."

"What's there instead," Charity said.

He looked at her. "This," he said. "This is there."

She looked back at him. She looked at him. She didn't say anything immediately, which was not how she usually was.

"Callum," she said.

"I know," he said. "I'm aware it's a lot to say."

"It's the right amount to say,” she replied.

George turned his glass and said nothing.

* * *

Later, at the door, Charity inside and George in the kitchen, Callum pulled his jacket from the hook.

"She asked me a few weeks ago if I was okay with how things are," he said. "I told her I'd stopped asking myself that."

George looked at him.

"She asked if that was a good sign," Callum said.

"Is it," George said.

"I think it means the question stopped making sense." He put the jacket on. "Which I think is what okay looks like, eventually. When it's real."

George considered this. "Yes," he said. "That's what it looks like."

Callum nodded. He took the elevator down.

George stood in the hallway for a moment, the apartment quiet behind him, the hook by the door with nothing on it now.

He went back to the kitchen. Charity was there, leaning against the counter, the ring on her finger, the glass nearly empty.

"He's going to be fine," she said.

"He's already fine," George said. "He just doesn't want to say it in case it stops being true."

She looked at the ring. "I know that feeling."

"I know you do," he said.

She set the glass down. She looked at him with the expression that was many things at once and had been for four years: the undisguised one, the one she'd never bothered to make smaller.

"Six months," she said.

"Five months and three weeks," he said.

She pushed off the counter and went to bed, and he rinsed the glasses and turned off the kitchen light and followed her.


Chapter 3

The arrangement with Trent and Bianca was its own category.

This was true from the beginning and had only become more true as the other categories had clarified themselves. There was George, who was everything. There was Callum, who was Tuesday and had recently become Thursday and was apparently going to be stairs. There was Miami, which had been a specific occasion and was now a Miami-shaped space in her understanding of herself. And then there was Trent and Bianca, which was neither a Tuesday nor an occasion but something older and warmer and more complicated, the intimacy of people who had known each other long enough to remember earlier versions of each other.

Bianca had been her friend since before George. Trent had come with Bianca, which was how Trent came, and had been something else entirely since the night he hadn't, and then had been both things simultaneously ever since. It would have been difficult to explain to someone outside it, which was fine. Nobody outside it had asked.

George understood it. He had always understood it, which was one of the first things she'd known about him.

Callum had taken slightly longer, which was reasonable. He'd arrived into an arrangement that already contained Trent and Bianca and had had to locate them on the map without a legend. He'd asked once, early on, where Trent fit. She'd said: it's Bianca's marriage and Bianca's call and Bianca is my best friend and the three of us love each other in a way that's been true for years. Callum had nodded in the way he nodded when something was outside his prior frame of reference but was clearly real and clearly okay. He'd asked nothing else about it.

He was further along now. When she told him she was going to spend a Saturday night with Trent and Bianca he said: "Tell Bianca I said hi."

* * *

The night was a February Saturday. George had dinner with his friend Duncan, which was its own category and had been arranged with the quiet efficiency of two men who understood that certain evenings required counterweights. He'd kissed her at the door and said: "Text if you're late."

"I'll be late," she said.

"Text anyway," he said.

Bianca's apartment was forty minutes by cab. Charity arrived with wine, one bottle, because Bianca always had wine and the bringing of it was gesture rather than logistics. Bianca opened the door already in the conversation they'd been having by text for the last hour, which was about nothing specific and everything real, the frequency they'd operated on since the year they'd met.

Trent was in the kitchen doing something with garlic that smelled delectable. He looked up when she came in and smiled the smile he had for her specifically, the one that had its own history in it.

"You look good," he said.

"February suits me," she said.

"You've always been a winter person," Bianca said, opening the wine Charity had brought even though there was already an open bottle on the counter.

"I'm not a winter person," Charity said.

"You wear scarves before it's cold enough for scarves," Bianca said. "You're a winter person."

"That's an aesthetic preference," Charity said. "It's not a personality type."

"In you it's a personality type," Bianca said.

Trent set a glass in front of her without being asked.

"Thank you," Charity said.

"Don't thank me," Trent said. "She'll find something else to argue about."

"I don't argue," Bianca said. "I'm right. There's a difference."

The kitchen was warm from the cooking and from being the three of them in it, which was a different kind of warm. Charity sat on the counter and drank her wine and watched Bianca argue her case about winter personalities to nobody who was going to concede, and felt the evening settle around her like something she'd been meaning to get back to.

They ate at the kitchen table because Bianca's living room had been taken over by a project she described as almost finished and Charity identified as approximately six weeks from resolution at the current pace. The food was good. Trent cooked the way he did everything, which was without any particular hurry.

They talked about the wedding. Bianca had opinions, which was not news. She had opinions about the venue (correct), opinions about the photographer (also correct, she had good taste in photographers), and a position on the flowers that was not the position Charity had given her and that she was advancing with the energy of someone who had decided to renegotiate a mandate she'd already agreed to.

"The mandate was specific," Charity said, for approximately the fourth time in their collective history.

"The mandate was a starting point," Bianca said.

"You agreed to the mandate."

"I agreed to it provisionally."

"You agreed to it in a text message I still have."

"I agreed to the spirit of it," Bianca said. "The spirit was simplicity. I can achieve simplicity with better flowers."

Trent refilled the wine. He had, over the years, developed the useful quality of being present without being involved in the flower mandate conversation, which recurred at approximately six-week intervals and had never reached a resolution either of them had fully intended.

"George is doing the table settings," Charity said.

Bianca paused. "George is doing the table settings."

"George has opinions about symmetry."

Bianca looked at Trent. Trent looked at his wine. "What do the table settings have to do with the flowers," Bianca said.

"They're adjacent," Charity said.

"They're not adjacent," Bianca said. "They're categorically separate."

"George disagrees."

"Of course George disagrees," Bianca said. "George would make a spreadsheet about napkin folds if you let him."

"I've seen the spreadsheet," Charity confirmed.

"Of course you have," Bianca said, and her voice dropping into the resignation she always had with George, the voice of someone done arguing with a fact. "That man."

"He really is," Charity agreed. “I love him.”

* * *

Trent cleared the plates. The evening found its shape the way it always did with the three of them. Bianca on the couch with her feet tucked under her, wine in hand, talking about a thing at her work that had been frustrating and was becoming funny in the way frustrating things did when you got far enough from them. Charity beside her, listening with the quality she had when she was fully present rather than attending. Trent in the armchair with his own glass, the easy quiet of a man who knew how to occupy a room without filling it unnecessarily.

At some point the thing at Bianca's work had been fully reported and the conversation moved elsewhere, and then it moved again, and then it arrived at the place it occasionally arrived at.

Trent set his glass aside and looked at Charity with that steady gaze of his. "This has been fun. But we know you didn’t just come here for dinner and drinks. Get on your knees for me, Charity," he said, voice low and familiar.

She instantly felt herself get wet, and slid down without hesitation, settling between his spread thighs and freed his long cock. Bianca watched from the couch, a soft smile playing on her lips. "That's it, Charity. Take him nice and deep. Remind him how good you are at this."

Charity wrapped her lips around the head, tongue swirling before she sank lower, sucking with steady rhythm. Bianca cheered her on in gentle murmurs, urging her to go further, to use her hand on the base. She had almost forgotten how big he was; much bigger than George, and bigger than Callum. She was reminded of her large lovers from the Miami sex club and how much they stretched her lips and jaw.

Trent's fingers threaded through her hair, guiding without force. When he came, she swallowed every pulse, throat working around him until he eased back with a satisfied sigh.

Bianca leaned in then, kissing Charity slow and deep, tasting the salt on her tongue. Hands moved with unhurried care as they stripped each other, peeling away layers until skin met skin. They sank to the living room rug together, Bianca settling between Charity's thighs to lick and suck at her pussy with focused attention. Trent watched for a moment before moving behind Bianca, sliding into her from behind in one smooth thrust. Bianca gasped before resuming licking Charity. He fucked his wife steadily while she kept her mouth on Charity, the three of them moving in a warm, connected rhythm.

Charity's first orgasm rolled through her like that, a quiet crest that left her breathing hard against the rug.

She lay with her cheek against the rug and watched them. This was the part that still surprised her, not with shock but with a quiet ongoing gratitude that she got to be here, in this configuration, with these two beautiful people, and feel nothing she needed to manage. George was forty minutes away and would ask no questions and mean it. Callum knew she was here and had said tell Bianca hi. The freedom of it moved through her alongside the orgasm's afterglow, the two things indistinguishable. She loved Bianca. She loved Trent in the particular way you loved someone who had been true to you for years without ever needing to be your primary thing. She watched Bianca's face and thought: I am a very lucky woman, and the thought arrived without irony, which was the best kind.

Trent kept fucking Bianca, who rubbed her own clit and had a lovely orgasm of her own as Charity watched her gorgeous friends fuck.

Later, Trent rolled on a condom and pulled Charity onto the couch, settling her facing him. She sank down onto his cock, bouncing in his lap while he and Bianca both leaned in to suck at her nipples, tongues and lips working together in tandem. The sensation pulled soft sounds from her as she rode him, hips rolling with growing urgency.

He shifted her after a while, turning her so she faced away, still on the couch. She liked this angle with him, the way it made her feel both surrounded and unobserved, Bianca's hands at her hips and Trent solid beneath her and her own face turned up toward the ceiling with nobody watching it. She could be loud here. She usually was.

She bounced on him in reverse, ass meeting his thighs with each descent. Bianca and Trent both reached to spank her gently, palms landing with light, affectionate smacks that warmed her skin and made her move faster.

Bianca knelt between Charity's legs to lick and suck her clit while Charity rode. The added sensation quickly pushed Charity over again, her body clenching tight around Trent’s thickness. He followed right after, groaning as he came inside the condom, holding her close through the shared release.

The apartment settled once more around them, warm and particular, the three of them breathing in the quiet aftermath.

Later, she texted George. Still up. Late as advertised.

He replied in under a minute, which meant he was still awake but had been pretending otherwise: Noted. Duncan sends his regards.

You told Duncan where I was, she said.

Duncan didn't ask, he said.

But you told him.

I mentioned your evening, yes.

What did he say.

He said good for her.

She looked at this for a moment. I like Duncan, she typed.

I know, George said. Sleep well.

She put the phone down and let Bianca's apartment settle into its late-night self, warm and particular and entirely its own thing.

* * *

She came home Sunday morning.

The cab let her out at nine-fifteen. The day was cold and clear, the winter light did something magical to the street. She had the comfortable tiredness of a body that had been well and thoroughly used, the marked quality she didn't bother hiding because George wasn't someone she hid things from, and the easy happiness of someone returning from something that had been entirely itself without subtracting from anything else.

She had a key, of course. She let herself in.

George was at the counter with coffee and his phone, reading something. He looked up when she came in. His expression was the undisguised one, the one she'd been reading for four years.

"Good morning," she said.

"Morning," he said. He got up and poured her coffee without asking, the automatic competence of a man who'd memorized her and acted accordingly. She sat on the stool.

"Good night," she said.

"I gathered," he said. Not unkind. Just observant. He set the coffee in front of her and looked at her for a moment with the quality he had when the documentation thing was happening: the catalogue of her, the careful glad attention of someone who found the subject inexhaustible.

"What," she said.

"Nothing," he said. "You look happy."

"I am happy," she said. She wrapped both hands around the cup. The warmth of the kitchen, the ordinary Sunday morning of it, the ring on her finger doing its patient thing.

He sat back down.

She finished the coffee slowly. The tiredness had settled into her properly now that she was still, the weight of a body that wanted to be horizontal. She looked at George reading his phone with the unselfconscious ease of a man in his own kitchen on a Sunday morning.

She put the cup down.

"Come here," she said.

He looked up.

"I'm tired and I'm sore," she said, "and I want to be close to you."

He put the phone down and came around the counter. She turned on the stool and he stood in front of her and she put her arms around him and her face against his chest and he held her, one hand at her back, the other at the back of her head, the unhurried way he held her when the point was simply the holding.

They stayed like that for a while.

"Bianca says hi," she said into his shirt.

"I doubt that," he said.

"She said to tell you that your table setting spreadsheet is excessive."

"She's not wrong," he said. "It's still correct."

Charity smiled against his chest. His hand moved slowly at her back, the attending quality she'd loved first and longest.

"George," she said.

"Yes."

"This is already our life," she said. "Before the wedding. This is it."

He was quiet for a moment. "Yes," he said.

"I just wanted to say it out loud."

"It's worth saying out loud," he said.

She held on. Outside, the February Sunday moved through its business, cold and clear and indifferent. The apartment was warm. The coffee was good. Five months.

This was already the life.


Chapter 4

The month before the wedding had a different quality from the months before it.

Not worse. Not better. Just denser. The ordinary things continued exactly as they had. The ordinary things like work, Tuesday, the apartment, continued exactly as they had. Underneath them, closer to the surface than it had been, was the fact of the date approaching, the venue confirmed, the catering settled to George's spreadsheet satisfaction, the seating chart in its third revision because Charity's sister had called with a new position on the cousin situation and the new position had some merit.

Bianca called about the flowers twice. Charity let it go to voicemail once, which she recognized as avoidance and permitted herself anyway.

"The mandate," she said, when she called back.

"The mandate was a framework," Bianca said.

"The mandate was a mandate."

"Frameworks and mandates look very similar from the outside," Bianca said. "I've been doing research."

"Into flowers."

"Into flowers, yes."

"Bianca."

"I found something. Let me just show you something. That's all I'm asking."

Charity looked at the ceiling. "Send it."

The photo arrived in under thirty seconds, which meant Bianca had been holding it. Charity looked at it for a long moment.

"Well," she said.

"I know," Bianca said.

"That's actually nice."

"I know," Bianca said, with the restraint of someone exercising great effort not to say I told you.

"Don't say it," Charity said.

"I'm saying nothing," Bianca said.

"I can hear you saying nothing."

"That's just the sound of me being right," Bianca said. "You'll get used to it."

George, when shown the photo, looked at it with the assessment he brought to things that fell outside his areas of detailed knowledge and said: "Yes. That works." And that was the end of the flower mandate.

Bianca, upon hearing she'd won, called Charity back to say: "George approved it."

"George approved it," Charity confirmed.

"I feel like I should get credit for getting George's approval."

"You should get credit for the flowers," Charity said. "George gets credit for the approval."

"Your marriage is going to be very organized," Bianca said.

"Yes," Charity agreed.

"I find it calming," Bianca said.

* * *

The rehearsal dinner question had been resolved in March with the characteristic efficiency of two people who agreed on the answer before they discussed the question. Small, they both said, within the same twenty-four hours, without coordination. Just the inner circle. George defined the inner circle. Charity adjusted it by two people. They agreed on the adjusted version.

Callum was on the list.

This required no deliberation. A year prior there would have been a conversation. There would have been the careful navigation of where he fit and what it meant to have him in a room with people who were meeting him in that context. Now Charity added his name to the list and George nodded and they moved on to whether to do a seating arrangement at the rehearsal dinner or let people find their own places.

"People find their own places," Charity said.

"People find their own places," George agreed.

"Bianca will sit next to Callum," Charity said.

"That's fine," George said.

"She'll ask him things."

"He can handle Bianca," George said. "He handled Bianca at the October dinner."

Charity considered this. "He did handle Bianca at the October dinner."

"He told her she was wrong about something," George said. "She respected it."

"What was she wrong about."

"Something about load-bearing walls," George said. "I wasn't fully following."

"She wasn't wrong about the load-bearing walls," Charity said. "She's a creative director."

"She was wrong about this specific load-bearing wall," George said. "Rachel confirmed it."

Charity looked at him. "You followed up with Rachel."

"I was curious," he said, in the tone that meant it had been important to him and he wasn't going to make more of it than it was.

She studied him for a moment. Her watching him, the documentation thing in reverse; catching him at something small and true and noting it. "You're going to be a very good husband," she said.

"I've been practicing," he said.

* * *

The week before was a Thursday evening. Charity had worked late. She sat down without taking her coat off first. George had ordered food, which she discovered when she came in to find the table already set in the Thursday way, which was close to the Tuesday way but different in small ways. He looked at her.

"Thursday," she said, by way of explanation.

"Thursday," he agreed. He poured the wine.

They ate. The food was from the Indian place, which was the correct call for this Thursday. George had ordered the things she would have ordered. He always ordered the things she would have ordered, a precision she had once pointed out and he had shrugged about with the mild surprise of someone who didn't understand why it would be otherwise.

Afterward she pushed her plate back and looked at the table. One week. Seven days from right now they would be married.

"Are you nervous," she said.

He looked at her. "No."

"At all."

"No," he said again. Same register.

"I'm not either," she said. She'd been checking, the way you check a thing you expect to find and don't. "I keep thinking I should be."

"Why should you be," he said.

"Because it's a significant occasion."

“We know how to be in rooms together," he said. "We've had practice."

She thought about this. "Miami was a significant occasion."

"We were fine."

"The first time with Bo was a significant occasion."

"We were fine."

"The first Tuesday was a significant occasion."

George considered. "You were fine," he said. "I was in the kitchen for part of it."

She smiled. "You were in the kitchen for a very short part of it."

"I enjoyed my part of it," he said.

She drank the wine. Outside, the city did its April thing. One week.

"We've been married for years," she said. "We're just making it official."

He looked at her. "Yes," he said. "That's exactly right."

"And adding witnesses," she said.

"And adding witnesses," he agreed.

She turned the glass. The real ring caught the dining room light. She'd stopped noticing it again, which meant it had settled again, which happened every few months and meant the same thing every time.

"Bianca is going to cry," she said.

George turned his own glass. "Bianca is going to give a speech."

"Nobody is giving a speech."

"Nobody is stopping Bianca," he said. “She's been working on it for months."

"How do you know she's been working on it for months?"

"Because it's Bianca," he said. "And she agreed very readily to no speeches."

Charity looked at him. He was right. The agreement had been too easy. She'd noted it at the time and filed it under things she'd address later and had not addressed it. "I'm calling her tomorrow," she said.

"She'll deny it," he said.

"I know," Charity said. "I'm calling her anyway."

George ate the last of his food. The apartment was warm. The evening was the last Thursday before everything became official.

"George," she said.

"Yes."

"Are you happy?" Not a repetition of the nervousness question. Something different.

He looked at her across the table with the expression he had when the documentation thing was pointed rather than general, when it was specifically her and he'd decided she should know he was looking.

"I've been happy for four years," he said. "Next week I'm happy with witnesses."

She looked at him.

She thought about the morning with the cereal, the conversation that had been something she said before she fully understood what she was saying. The version of herself who had said I think I'd want to watch to a man she'd known two years and trusted completely, meaning something larger than either of them fully understood yet.

She thought about where that sentence had gone. Where it had taken both of them. The shape of the life that sentence had become.

"Okay," she said.

He picked up the wine.

"One more thing," she said.

He looked at her.

"Callum," she said. "He's going to be fine at the rehearsal dinner."

"I know," George said.

"And at the wedding."

"I know," George said.

"And after," she said.

"I know," he said, with the quiet patience of a man who had known this for longer than she'd been asking him to confirm it.

She nodded. She looked at her glass. Outside, April went about its business.

"Good," she said.

He refilled the wine. She didn't say anything else because there wasn't anything else to say, which was its own kind of answer about everything they'd built.

The apartment settled around them, entirely theirs, one week from the morning it would also be official.


Chapter 5

The room they'd been given was small and had a window that looked out at the water.

This was not accidental. George had asked about it specifically when he'd toured the venue, had stood at the window in question and looked at the angle of the late-afternoon light and decided yes, this one, and had included it in the booking without explanation because the explanation was self-evident to anyone who knew Charity and he was the person who knew Charity.

She was at the window when he came in. The dress was perfect in the way that things Charity chose were perfect; not complicated, not performing anything, just the precise answer to the question of what she should be wearing today. Her hair was up in a way that her sister had apparently been involved in and that Bianca had apparently supervised and that had produced a result nobody had argued with, which was unusual for a process involving both of them.

She turned when she heard the door.

"Everyone's out," he said. "Ten minutes."

"Ten minutes," she said.

He closed the door. The room was quiet. Outside, the water did what the water did, which was what she needed it to do and why he'd asked about the window.

He looked at her. She looked at him. The documentation thing, mutual for once, both of them doing the version of it that didn't require commentary.

"Well," she said.

"Yes," he said.

She turned back to the window. He came to stand beside her and they looked at the water together in the easy silence of people with nothing they needed to say in that moment.

"Bianca cried at the rehearsal dinner," she said.

"She did," he said.

"She said she wasn't going to cry."

"She said she wasn't going to give a speech either," he said.

"The speech was short," Charity said.

"The speech was exactly the right length," George said, because it had been, was the thing, Bianca at her most precise and most true with the wine in her hand and Trent watching her with the expression of a man who had stopped trying to predict his wife and considered this an improvement.

"She's going to cry again today," Charity said.

"Yes," George said.

"My sister is already crying," she said. "I saw her in the hall."

"Yes," George said.

"She's been crying since Thursday."

"Your sister has been crying since you got engaged," George said. "She's been managing the volume."

Charity smiled at the water. "That's accurate."

A boat passed, slow and purposeless, the kind that had nowhere to be.

"Callum looks good," she said.

"He does," George said.

"He bought a new suit," she said. "He told me in the cab."

"I know," George said. "He asked me about the color."

She turned her head to look at him. "He asked you about the color."

"He wanted it to be right," George said. "I told him navy. He sent a photo. I confirmed."

She looked at him for a moment. The expression she had when George had done something that was exactly him and she'd decided she should register it rather than let it pass. "You helped Callum pick his suit for our wedding."

"I helped him pick the color," George said. "He picked the suit."

"George."

"It was a brief text exchange," he said. "He wanted to get it right."

She looked at the window. She was quiet in the way that meant she was holding something carefully.

"I know," she said. Meaning several things at once, as she often did when she said those two words to him.

* * *

They stood with the water and the light and the ten minutes.

"Trent's here," she said, after a while.

"I know," George said.

"And Callum.” She paused. "I want to say something about that."

"You don't have to," he said.

"I know I don't have to," she said. "I want to." She turned to face him fully. The dress, the ring, the window behind her. "There are two men in that room who are going to watch us get married today, and both of them have been to bed with me, and both of them are going to be at the dinner, and you are entirely comfortable with this."

He looked at her.

"Not tolerating it," she said. "Not managing it. Comfortable."

"Yes," he said.

"I know," she said. "I've always known. I just wanted to say it out loud before we walk in there."

He looked at her with the expression he kept for moments that were going to matter later.

"It's the life we built," he said. "We built it on purpose. I'm glad it looks like this."

She reached out and took his hand. Not for steadying. Just because she wanted it.

"I've been ready for about a year," she said. "I was just waiting for the logistics to catch up."

"The logistics are caught up," he said.

"The logistics are very caught up," she agreed. "George did the logistics."

She looked at him. "Are you happy?"

"I've been happy for four years," he said. "Today I'm happy with witnesses."

She held his hand and looked at him the way she didn't look at most things, without managing any of it.

"Okay," she said.

"Good," he said.

She turned to the window one more time. The water. The light. The boat gone now, the surface clear and bright.

"One more thing," she said.

"Yes."

"When Bianca gives the speech."

"Yes."

"Don't laugh," she said. "It'll encourage her."

"I can't promise that," he said.

"George."

"She's very funny," he said. "I can't promise not to laugh at funny things. That's not a promise I can make."

Charity looked at him with the expression that was resignation and love in equal measure, the expression she'd been wearing at him for four years and had no plans to stop.

"You're the worst," she said.

"You're marrying me," he said.

"I'm aware," she said. "I've thought about it extensively."

He squeezed her hand. She squeezed back.

Outside the door someone knocked twice, the practiced knock of someone who knew they were interrupting and had timed it right.

"One minute," Charity called.

She looked at George.

"Ready," she said. Not a question.

"Ready," he said.

She reached up and straightened something at his collar that didn't need straightening. He let her. She looked at her hand on his chest for a moment, the ring catching the window light, and then dropped it.

She took a breath. The full one.

Then she turned to the door and opened it, and George followed her out into the hall, and the music was already beginning somewhere ahead of them, low and right, and the water was behind them in the room they'd been given because he'd asked about the window, and they walked toward it together.


Chapter 6

The ceremony was short and perfect.

This had been the plan — short, theirs, no excess — and it had arrived as planned, which was either a function of good preparation or the fact that when two people have been doing something together for four years the formal version of it tends to feel like confirmation rather than transformation. Charity had said this in the ten minutes before and it was true and it stayed true all the way through.

The vows they'd written themselves. George had not shown her his in advance. She had not shown him hers. This had been their agreement, made with the mutual understanding that surprises within known parameters were still surprises, which was a thing they'd learned from the last four years about themselves and each other.

Her vows were specific. Not long. She said the true things in the precise words she'd arrived at after three drafts, which was one fewer draft than she'd needed for anything else she cared about. She looked at him while she said them. He looked back.

When it was his turn he spoke with the quality he brought to things he'd thought about carefully and was going to say once, correctly. She listened and recognized the rhythm of him in it, the understatement and the precision and the one moment where he said something she hadn't heard him say before, not in private, not in four years.

“You never asked me to become less than yourself in order to love me,” he said. “That is the greatest thing anyone has ever given me.”

She looked at him.

He held her gaze with the steady composed expression of a man who had known that sentence was in there, had put it in there deliberately, and had decided that a room full of the people who mattered was the right place for it.

She looked at him for a long moment.

Then she said, quietly, just for him: "George."

He said, equally quietly: "Yes."

The celebrant, to his considerable credit, gave them the moment.

* * *

Afterward, in the photographs Bianca had been entrusted with coordinating, Charity was looking at George in the way she looked at very few things. The photographer caught it. This was what George had paid for, not portraits, not the formal record. The actual thing.

What the photographs also caught: Charity's sister, seated in the front row, crying in the way of someone who had been trying very hard and had stopped trying around the second sentence of George's vows. She cried with full commitment, the way she did everything, and Charity would love these photographs forever.

Bianca did not cry.

This surprised everyone including Bianca, who could be seen in several photographs looking faintly annoyed at her own composure, the expression of a woman who had come prepared to feel things and found her own machinery had let her down. Trent, beside her, had been watching her long enough to find her composure funnier than tears would have been.

Callum was in the third row. He was not in many of the ceremony photographs because he'd positioned himself with the instinctive spatial intelligence he'd been developing for over a year: present, accounted for, not centered. He looked, in the photographs where he appeared, like someone at a wedding of two people he was genuinely glad for, which was accurate and complete.

* * *

The reception was at the same venue, the room that opened onto the water. The late-afternoon light had gone golden by the time they moved through to it.

The room filled. The food was right, George's research vindicated again. The table settings were symmetrical in ways that would only have been apparent to George and were apparent to George, who allowed himself one private moment of satisfaction before letting it go.

Charity moved through the room with the ease she always had in rooms she owned, talking to people with the full attention she brought to individual conversations, the quality of someone who made the person she was talking to feel like the point. Which was, he'd always thought, exactly what she was.

Her sister had recovered. She was at a table near the left side of the room, in conversation with a school friend, the crying apparently complete for the afternoon. Bianca was with Trent, standing near the bar, the two of them in the easy posture of people who had been married long enough to know where the other one was without looking. Trent said something and Bianca laughed, the real one, the one that didn't wait for an audience.

George was standing at the edge of the room with a drink, taking it all in.

His wife, across the room, laughing at something Priya was saying with the expression that was slightly too wide and that she'd never bothered to make smaller.

Bianca, near the bar, animated and saying something Trent was listening to with the fond attention of a man who had never quite gotten over his wife.

Trent, who had been to bed with Charity. Present at this wedding. Comfortable. On his third drink, which was Trent's natural wedding pace.

Callum, at a table near the window, in conversation with Charity's sister. Something had shifted in that conversation; the sister was laughing now, not crying, the surprised laugh of someone who hadn't expected to find him funny. Callum was talking with the ease he had when he wasn't performing anything, the version of him George had first seen at the October dinner and had been glad about ever since.

George watched Callum make Charity's sister laugh loudly.

He turned this over, the way he occasionally turned things over.

Two men in this room who had been to bed with his wife and would be again. His honest feeling about this was comfortable. Not managed. Not arrived at. Just the thing it was.

He picked up his drink.

Bianca appeared beside him.

She had a glass of something and the expression she wore when she'd been observing the room and had arrived at conclusions she was about to share with or without invitation.

"You're doing the face," she said.

"I'm at my wedding," he said.

"The documentation face," she said. "The cataloguing one. I've seen it for four years."

"I'm watching my wife," he said.

"You're watching everyone," Bianca said. "I've been watching you watch everyone. You do a full circuit every twenty minutes."

"That's hospitality," he said.

"That's George," she said, which was not a correction so much as an agreement from a different angle.

He looked at her. Bianca looked back with the expression she had for him, which was not the expression she had for most people. It had been built over four years and contained, he'd always suspected, a more accurate assessment of him than she generally let on.

"She's happy," Bianca said. Not a question.

"Yes," he said.

"Because of you," she said. "I don't mean only you. I mean… you're the architecture. Everything else has somewhere to be because you built it that way."

He was quiet for a moment. "She built it," he said. "I just didn't flinch."

Bianca looked at him with the expression of someone who was going to argue this and had decided not to, which was unusual for Bianca and therefore meant something.

"The speech," he said.

She looked at the room. "Short," she said. "Precise. I've been working on it."

"You said there wasn't going to be a speech."

"I said I'd keep it short," she said. "Which I did say. Later. After the original agreement."

"The original agreement was no speeches."

"The original agreement was a framework," she said.

He looked at her. She looked at the room.

"Flowers," he said.

"You approved the flowers," she said.

"I did," he said. "They were right."

"They were right because I have good taste," she said.

"You have good taste in flowers," he agreed. "And photographers."

She turned her head to look at him. "Was that a compliment."

"It was an accurate observation," he said.

She held his gaze for a moment and then looked back at the room, at Charity moving through it like the room had been waiting for her to arrive. Bianca beamed at her.

"George," she said.

"Yes."

"I'm glad she found you," she said. Not the version she said in public, not the version for consumption. The other version. "I was the one who told her to call you back. After the first date. She was going to be an idiot about it and I told her to call you back."

He looked at her.

"I take full credit," she said.

"That seems fair," he said.

She nodded once, the definitive nod. "It's completely fair," she said. She drank her wine. "I'm going to give the speech now."

"Bianca."

"It's very short," she said. "I timed it." She moved away from him toward the center of the room and picked up a fork and tapped it against her glass like someone who had been planning this moment and was not going to waste it.

George watched her.

She started talking. Trent, across the room, wore the look of a man who had tried and failed and was settling in.

The speech was short. It was precise. It was, as George had predicted in the kitchen four months ago, funny enough that he laughed, which meant he couldn't hold it against her, which she had clearly anticipated.

* * *

Late in the evening, the room quieter, the core of it remaining: Bianca and Trent, Callum, Priya, Duncan, a few others with no pressing reason to be anywhere else. George found Charity at the edge of the water.

The venue opened onto a terrace and the terrace opened onto a dock and she was at the end of the dock with her shoes off and her feet above the water, which was very Charity and which he had anticipated.

He took his shoes off too and sat beside her.

"How are you," he said.

She looked at the water. "Good," she said. "Very good." She turned her head to look at him. "Your vow."

"Yes," he said.

"You didn't show me that."

"No," he said.

"You said it in front of everyone."

"Yes," he said.

"You said it in front of Callum and Trent," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"And Duncan."

"Duncan handled it," he said.

She was quiet for a moment, looking at the water. "It was the right thing to say," she said. "I'm not… I'm not upset. I'm the opposite. I just wasn't expecting it."

"That was the point," he said.

She looked at him. "What made you decide."

He thought about it honestly. "Because it's true," he said. "And because true things said in rooms full of people you've chosen carry more weight than true things said privately. And because I wanted everyone who loves you to know that I see you. Accurately. All of it."

She looked at him for a long time.

"You could have warned me," she said.

"You would have told me not to," he said.

"I would have told you not to," she agreed.

He looked at the water.

"Was I wrong," he said.

"No," she said. "You were right. You're almost always right, it's genuinely irritating."

"You married me anyway," he said.

"I married you because of it," she said. She took his hand. The real ring on her finger, the one he'd designed, the low oval setting and the white gold and the four years of her jewelry opinions he'd been quietly cataloguing. It caught the water light.

They sat on the dock with their feet above the water and the evening doing its final warm thing around them.

"Husband," she said, trying it out.

"Wife," he said.

She smiled at the water. He watched her smile at the water with the undisguised version, the documentation thing, the one she'd stopped calling him out on.

"Still not nervous," she said.

"Still not nervous," he said.

Behind them the party continued its gentle late-evening wind-down, Bianca's voice audible in the register of someone telling a good story, Trent's laugh underneath it, Callum somewhere back in the warm light of the room with the people who had decided to stay.

They sat on the dock. The water was dark and unhurried.

Neither of them needed to say anything else.


Chapter 7

They went to Cuba.

This had been decided on a Miami beach at eleven o'clock at night with their shoes off and the Atlantic in front of them, which was the right conditions for deciding things. Charity had said it and George had said yes and it had stayed yes all the way through the wedding planning and the logistics and the flight research that George had done with the thoroughness she'd stopped finding excessive because it reliably produced correct results.

Havana in the first week of May was warm in the way of a city that had been warm for centuries and had opinions about it. The streets were the streets she'd seen in photographs and were also not those streets at all, the way places are never quite their photographs once you're standing in them. The color was different in person. The sound was different. The human texture of it was not a thing any photograph had successfully conveyed.

Their hotel was in the old city, a colonial building arranged around a courtyard, the room on the second floor with shuttered windows that opened onto the street. You could hear the city from the bed. This was not a flaw.

She stood at the window when they arrived and looked at the street and the building across it and the narrow strip of sky above both, the frame of a city seen from inside itself.

"Okay," she said.

George set the bags down.

"You did extremely well," she said.

"I did research," he said.

"George."

"Yes."

"This is the most beautiful place I've ever been," she said.

He came to stand beside her at the window. The street below was doing its early-evening thing, unhurried, the pace of a city that had decided some time ago that urgency was for other places.

"Cuba," she said.

"Cuba," he agreed.

She turned and looked at the room. The bed, the high ceiling, the light coming through the shutters in bars across the floor. The courtyard audible below, water from a fountain, the particular acoustics of old stone.

She sat on the edge of the bed.

"Husband," she said.

"Wife," he said.

She looked at him. "We're in Cuba."

"We are," he said.

"On our honeymoon."

"Yes," he said.

She looked at the ceiling, the high colonial plaster of it. "I've been thinking about something," she said.

He waited.

"The life we have," she said. "Tuesday. Callum. Miami. All of it." She looked at him. "Tonight none of that is present. Tonight is just us."

"Yes," he said.

"That's what I want," she said. "Tonight. Just this."

"I know," he said.

She looked at him. "You know."

"It's what tonight is for," he said. The same register he'd used on the Friday night in Miami, the same register of a man who had decided something privately and was now naming it. "I kept a promise."

"What promise."

"First night is ours," he said. "I decided that before Miami. Before the engagement. It was always going to be this."

She was still for a moment. The street below, the fountain, the light going slowly in the shuttered room.

"You never told me that," she said.

"I didn't need to," he said. "It was for me."

She looked at him the way she looked at things she was going to remember.

"George," she said.

"Yes."

"That's the most George thing you've ever done."

"Probably," he agreed.

* * *

They went out.

This was correct: the city was there and the evening was the right temperature and they had not come to Havana to stay in a room. They walked the streets of the old city in the way they walked places, which was without agenda and therefore without disappointment. The streets found them things: a square with musicians playing something that had been playing in that square for a very long time, an old man selling something from a cart whose purpose neither of them could identify but that they bought anyway on the grounds that it seemed important to, a bar down an alley that was the only bar possible for where they were and what they were doing.

They sat in the bar and drank something the bartender made without being asked, which was the right approach, and the music from the square was audible even here and Charity said: "I want to dance."

"I know," George said.

"You can't dance," she said.

"I have a limited range," he said. "It's sufficient for the occasion."

She looked at him. "You've been practicing."

"I've been watching videos," he said. "There's a distinction."

"George," she said.

"Yes."

"Did you watch dancing videos before our honeymoon."

"I watched two videos," he said. "Briefly."

They danced in the square. George's range was, as advertised, limited but sufficient. The musicians were playing something with a rhythm that was forgiving of limited range. The square was warm and the city was around them and Charity danced with her husband in Cuba in the way she did things that mattered.

He watched her.

She caught him watching.

"Documentation thing," she said.

"Dancing," he said.

"Both," she said.

"Both," he agreed.

* * *

Dinner was at a place George had researched, which she had by now accepted as the immutable fact of traveling with George: there would be research, there would be a place, the place would be correct. This place was a private restaurant in someone's home, a paladar, seven tables and no menu and food that arrived as a sequence of decisions made in the kitchen on behalf of the people at the tables. She ate things she couldn't name and they were all correct.

They talked about the wedding the way you talked about a thing that had just happened and was still settling. Bianca's speech, which had been funnier in delivery than either of them had fully anticipated. Her sister, who had cried from the second sentence of the ceremony through most of the first dance and had then recovered with remarkable speed and been genuinely excellent company for the rest of the evening. Duncan, who had given a toast that was short and true and had made Charity look at George with sudden clarity about why Duncan was his oldest friend.

"Callum at the reception," she said.

"Yes," George said.

"He talked to my sister for an hour," she said. "She texted me this morning. She said he was wonderful."

"He is wonderful," George said, in the tone that meant it was a fact and not a compliment.

"She doesn't know," Charity said.

"No," George said.

"She just thinks he's a friend," Charity said. "Our friend."

"He is our friend," George said. "Among other things."

She looked at the wine. "Among other things," she said.

A pause. The kitchen sounds from behind the wall, the street quiet outside.

"He's going to be fine," she said. "While we're here."

"I know," George said.

"He said he'd water the plant," she said.

George looked at her.

"He has a key," she said. "He's had a key for four months. I thought you knew."

"I knew," George said.

"You didn't say anything."

"It's a reasonable arrangement," he said. "He has a plant now too. They can look after each other's."

She looked at him. "His plant."

"He bought a plant in February," George said. "A small one. I think it's a succulent."

"You know about Callum's plant," she said.

"He mentioned it," George said. "We were talking."

She looked at him the way she did when he still surprised her. "You and Callum were talking about plants."

"We were talking about the apartment upstairs," he said. "The plants came up."

"The apartment upstairs."

"The offer is in," he said. "I meant to tell you before the wedding. It became a busy week."

She held his gaze. "George."

"The seller accepted," he said. "I got confirmation Thursday."

"Thursday," she said. "The day before our wedding."

"It was a brief email," he said. "I didn't want to make it a thing."

She looked at him. She looked at the table. She looked at the wine.

"There's going to be stairs," she said.

"Probably a private entrance as well," he said. "The contractor is coming in June."

She looked at the ceiling of the private restaurant in Havana, the warm plaster of it, the single lamp above the table.

"George," she said.

"Yes."

"I love you," she said.

"I know," he said.

"You bought the apartment upstairs and you're having stairs put in and Callum has a succulent," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"And you're telling me this in Cuba," she said.

"The timing was organic," he said.

She looked at him with the undefended version, the one from the cereal morning, the one she didn't produce for occasion.

"Thorough," she said.

"Yes," he said.

* * *

They walked back through the old city after dinner, the streets quieter now, the music from the square still present but slower.

She took his hand on the way. He held it with the easy grip of someone who knew the fit.

At the hotel they crossed the courtyard, the fountain still going, the second floor room with its shuttered windows onto the street. She opened the shutters when they got in. The street sounds came through, muted and present.

She turned around.

He was already there, closer than she'd expected, and she looked up at him with the expression that meant the evaluation was complete and the decision had been made.

"Just us tonight," she said.

"Just us," he said.

She came out of the bathroom in the lingerie.

He was sitting on the edge of the bed and he looked up and went very still.

White, all of it. A lace bralette that was more architecture than coverage, the thong beneath it, the garter belt at her hips with the straps running down to the stockings, the stockings themselves stopping at mid-thigh with a lace edge that required no further commentary. She had bought it all separately and assembled it with the care of a woman who knew exactly what she was doing.

She stood in the lamplight and let him look.

He looked.

"Well," she said.

He said nothing for a long moment. Just looked at her with the undisguised version, the one with no performance in it, the one she'd been receiving for four years and that had never once felt like anything other than what it was.

"My bride," he said. Quietly. Like a fact he was confirming.

She felt it move through her. The word. This specific night in this specific room with the Havana street outside the shutters.

She walked to him.

He reached up and took her hands and looked up at her from where he sat, taking his time with all of it, the way he took his time with things that mattered.

"Come here," he said.

* * *

He was unhurried in a way that was different from his usual unhurried.

His usual unhurried was the deliberate quality of a man who understood that the going was the point. This was something older than that. Slower. He moved through her like someone who had decided tonight was the first time, who had set down four years of accumulated knowledge and was choosing to discover her again from the beginning.

He started at her shoulders. His hands on the lace straps, not removing them yet, just tracing the line of them with an attention that made her gasp. His mouth at her collarbone, the curve of her neck, the place below her ear that he had always known about and was apparently going to revisit at length.

"George," she said.

"Yes," he said, against her skin.

"You're taking your time."

"Yes," he said again. Not apologizing.

He laid her back against the pillows and looked at her in the white lace and the lamplight, his hands moving over her like he was learning her. The curve of her waist. The line of the garter strap against her hip. The top of the stocking where the lace sat against her thigh, his thumb tracing it slowly.

"My wife," he said, looking at her. "Look at you."

She looked at him looking at her. Four years and he still looked at her like that.

He took his time with all of it. The bralette eventually. His mouth moving down from her throat to her collarbone to the places below, unhurried, treating each inch of skin with the attention of a man making a new acquaintance of something he already knew by heart. Her ribs. Her stomach. The place at her hip where the garter fastened and he undid it with the careful patience of someone in no hurry, rolling the stocking down her leg slowly, his mouth following the path it left.

He did the same with the other one.

She was not entirely composed by the time he got to the thong. She was breathing differently and her hands were in his hair and the Havana ceiling above her was doing something complicated.

He looked up at her from where he was.

"My beautiful bride," he said.

"George," she said. Not a correction. Just his name, the way she said it when she meant everything at once.

He took care of her with his mouth. This was not new, the specific knowledge he had, the precise attention he'd always brought to her pleasure as the point rather than the prelude. But tonight it was different in register, slower, the unhurried quality of a man who had nowhere to arrive at, who found the going complete in itself. She came with both hands in his hair and Cuba outside the shutters and his name said quietly to the ceiling.

He stayed with her through it the way he always did, the attending quality, the patience he'd always had for what came after.

Then he moved up to her and she reached for him and they looked at each other in the lamp-lit room, his weight above her, her hands at his shoulders, the city and the fountain and the street outside entirely elsewhere.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi," he said.

She pulled him down.

* * *

He lasted a long time.

This was different from early in their life together, the version of him she'd had in the first year when desire occasionally outran patience, which she had always found its own form of flattery. He had developed, over four years, the capacity of a man who had learned that control was its own form of pleasure and had decided to practice it. He moved with the same unhurried quality he'd brought to everything else tonight, deep and steady, attentive, watching her face for the information it provided and applying it correctly.

She was, she realized somewhere in the middle of it, entirely present. No Miami in the background, no Tuesday, no geometry of arrangement. Just the two of them and four years and a city they'd promised themselves on a dark beach and had arrived at, which was what they did, which was the whole of it.

"Look at me," he said.

She looked at him.

"My wife," he said.

She held his gaze. Something gathered in her, the slow certain build of it, his attention and his patience and the word he kept saying that landed in the same place each time.

"George," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"Stay with me," she said.

"Yes," he said.

She came and he came with her, the four-year knowledge of each other making it seamless, and he held her face in his hands while it happened and said her name.

He stayed above her afterward, not moving, his forehead against hers, their breathing finding its way back to ordinary.

She looked at him.

He looked at her.

"Husband," she said.

"Wife," he said.

She closed her eyes. He settled beside her and she moved into him, the familiar geography of it, the four-year fit of them. The lamp still on. The fountain below. The street.

"I kept the promise," he said, after a while.

"You did," she said.

"How was it," he said.

She was quiet for a moment, taking stock of herself, the warm complete tiredness of a body that had been attended to fully.

"Like the first time," she said. "And like all the other times. Both at once."

He held her.

"That's what four years is," she said. "Both at once."

Outside, Cuba moved through its late night, indifferent to them.

She closed her eyes.

He lay in the dark and looked at the ceiling and thought about the promise he'd made to himself and kept, and about the contractor coming in June, and about a knock he was going to arrange for tomorrow night that he hadn't told her about yet because there was an order to things and the order mattered.

He was not nervous.

He closed his eyes.


Chapter 8

The second day was easy in the way the second day of somewhere new is easy, the city no longer surprising and not yet familiar, the comfortable middle ground of a place you're beginning to know.

They had breakfast in the courtyard. Coffee that was better than it had any right to be and eggs and fruit and bread that had been made somewhere close, the delight of food that hadn't traveled far to reach the table. The morning light came into the courtyard at an angle that moved slowly across the stone floor while they ate. Neither of them was in a hurry. There was nothing to be in a hurry toward.

She told him about a dream she'd had, the kind that was already mostly gone on waking, just the texture of it remaining. He fully listened the way he listened to things she said that weren't going anywhere particular, without needing them to.

They walked after. The old city in the morning was different from the old city at night, slower and more itself, the streets belonging to the people who lived on them rather than the people passing through. She bought something from a woman at a corner, a small thing she couldn't fully account for wanting, and put it in her pocket. George photographed a building with his phone, then looked at the photograph, then put his phone away.

"You're not going to use that," she said.

"No," he said.

"Why did you take it."

"I wanted to remember the building," he said.

"That's what the photograph is for," she said.

"The photograph doesn't look like the building," he said. "I looked at it and I already know it's not right. But taking it helped me look at the building more carefully."

She walked beside him and thought about this.

"You're a strange person," she said.

"Yes," he said, without any indication of finding this problematic.

They found the water eventually, the Malecón, the long seawall with the ocean on one side and the city on the other. The wind came off the water warm and salt-heavy. She stood at the wall and looked at the ocean and thought: this. The same thought she'd been having at intervals since the wedding, a quiet ongoing confirmation.

He stood beside her.

"Thank you for this," she said. "For Cuba."

"You chose it," he said. "On the beach."

"You made it happen," she said.

"I did the logistics," he said.

"George," she said.

"Yes."

"Accept the thank you."

A pause. "Thank you for choosing it," he said.

She leaned into him. He put his arm around her. The ocean did what oceans do.

The afternoon was slow and unscheduled, the best kind. She read on the small balcony off their room while George did something at the desk that she identified as either email or research and didn't ask about because the answer would be one of those things and both were fine. The street below moved through its afternoon pace. The city had the quality she'd wanted when she'd said Cuba on that Miami beach; the music was real, belonging to the people playing it rather than the people listening.

At some point she looked up from the book and found George at the desk looking at his phone with a quality she recognized but couldn't immediately locate. She watched him for a moment.

He noticed her watching. He put the phone down. He looked at her.

"What," she said.

"Nothing," he said.

She watched him for another moment. Whatever it was, she recognized the quality of it; something he was managing toward readiness, not away from her. She went back to the book.

* * *

He'd chosen the restaurant for dinner. Of course he had. This one was on a rooftop on a street that required some navigation to find, the kind of place that rewarded effort with the view it had been keeping in reserve. The old city spread below them, ochre and faded pastel going gold at the edges as the light changed, the water visible where the streets ran out.

She looked at the view and then looked at George and found him looking at his menu with the quality she'd clocked on the balcony. The not-quite-right quality.

"George," she said.

He looked up.

"What's going on," she said.

"Nothing," he said.

She looked at him. The menu, the view, the way he'd put his phone face-down on the table when they sat, which was not something he usually did.

"You're nervous," she said.

He looked at her.

"You are," she said. "You're never nervous. You're nervous right now."

He looked at the menu.

"George."

"I'm not nervous," he said.

"You are," she said. "I've known you for four years. I know every version of your face. That's the nervous version."

A pause. He set the menu down. He looked at her with the expression of a man who had been found out and was deciding how to proceed.

"I've done something," he said.

"Tell me," she said.

"I'd rather show you," he said.

She looked at him. The phone face-down. The quality on the balcony. The energy of a man who had arranged something and was now inside the arrangement.

"Is it good," she said.

He looked at her. "I think so," he said. "Yes. I think it's good."

"But you're nervous."

"I'm uncertain how it will land," he said. "There's a distinction."

She looked at him for a long time. The rare version of his face; she'd seen it perhaps four times in four years. He was telling the truth about the distinction. He wasn't nervous about the thing itself. He was uncertain about her reaction, which was different, which was George at his most careful; when he cared about getting something right and wasn't entirely sure he had.

"Okay," she said.

He picked up the menu.

She watched him for another moment, the contained quality of him, the effort he was making to be present over dinner rather than wherever he was mentally, and she felt a wave of something tender. The man who had watched dancing videos before their honeymoon. Who had quietly arranged a private entrance and a set of stairs. Who had confirmation on a Thursday and hadn't made it a thing.

She picked up her menu.

"Tell me something you haven't told me," she said.

He looked up.

"Not about the thing," she said. "Something else. Tell me something."

He set the menu down and looked at the rooftop and the city below it and thought for a moment.

"I've been learning Spanish," he said. "For two months. An hour a day. I'm not good yet."

She looked at him. "For Cuba."

"For Cuba," he said. "And for after. If we come back."

"When we come back," she said.

"When we come back," he agreed.

She looked at him. "Say something," she said.

He said something in Spanish. She didn't catch all of it.

"What does that mean," she said.

"It means I'm glad you chose this," he said. "More or less."

She looked at him across the rooftop table, the city below them, the sky going pink and gold at the edges.

"An hour a day," she said.

"It compounds," he said.

She picked up her wine. "You are," she said, "genuinely the most extraordinary person I have ever known."

"You married me," he said.

"Knowingly," she said. "With full information."

He raised his glass. She raised hers.



Dinner was long and good. The food arrived in the unhurried sequence of a kitchen that understood the evening was the point. They talked about Cuba, about coming back, about what they wanted the next year to look like, the general shape of a life that had its foundations in place and was now about what you built on top of them.

George was present but not entirely. She could feel it, the distributed quality of his attention, the part of him that was at the table and the part that was somewhere else. She didn't push. She'd said okay and she meant it.

On the way back through the streets she took his hand and felt him hold it with the grip of someone needing the anchor more than usual.

"It's good," she said. Not a question.

"Yes," he said.

"Then stop worrying about how it lands," she said. "It'll land how it lands. You know me."

"I know you," he said.

"Then trust that," she said.

He held her hand. The old city moved around them. Somewhere ahead of them the hotel, the courtyard, the second-floor room with the shuttered windows.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He didn't look at it, but something in him settled, the almost imperceptible version, the kind she'd learned to catch.

She said nothing.

* * *

Back at the hotel he poured two glasses from the bottle they'd brought back the night before, the local rum that had been the bartender's recommendation, and handed her one. She took it and looked at him.

"I'm going to change," she said.

He nodded.

She took her glass to the bathroom. She heard him moving in the room. She took her time, the habit of it, the ritual of the getting-ready that she'd learned to treat as its own occasion. When she'd changed into the robe and taken her hair down she stood at the bathroom mirror for a moment and looked at herself.

Whatever it is, she thought, it's something he arranged. It'll be right.

She reached for the door.

She heard the knock.

She stopped.

Three measured knocks. Confident. The knock of someone who knew where they were going.

She heard George cross the room. The sound of him, the weight of him on the old floorboards. The door opening.

Silence.

Then a voice she knew.

"Hey," Callum said.

She came out of the bathroom.

He was standing in the doorway with a bottle of something — rum, good rum, better than what they had — and the easy expression of a man who'd been invited and knew it. He was in a jacket she recognized, the good one. He'd had his hair cut recently. He looked, she thought in the single second before everything else arrived, exactly like himself.

He looked at her.

She looked at him.

She looked at George.

George's expression was the uncertain one she'd been reading all evening, the one that was asking how this landed, the one she'd told him to trust her with. She looked at him and watched the uncertainty there, the man who had arranged this and brought her here and opened that door and was now waiting.

She crossed the room in four steps and ran the last two and hit Callum with enough momentum that he took a half step back, his free arm coming up around her, the bottle held clear. She held on with both arms around his neck, her face against his jaw, and he held her back with the way he held her, the knowing way.

She pulled back enough to look at him.

He was smiling genuinely.

She kissed him. Not the Tuesday version, not the easy familiar version. The version that had been traveling the same route as her since they'd landed in Havana, the one that had been building since she'd heard his voice in the doorway and every piece of her had said: yes, here, him. He kissed her back and his hand came up to her face and the bottle of rum was still in his other hand and it didn't matter.

She pulled back. She was aware she was crying slightly, the surprised kind, the kind you don't plan.

She turned to George.

He was watching with the expression she loved most in him, the one that had no performance in it at all. The one that was simply glad.

"I love you so much," she said. The words with their full weight, all of it, the four years and the cereal morning and the Miami beach and the apartment upstairs and the dancing videos and the Spanish lessons and the door he'd just opened with the certainty of a man who knew her completely.

"I know," he said.

She turned back to Callum.

He was watching her with the expression she'd been learning for over a year, and had always had this in it, this capacity, even when he was still finding out where he stood.

"And I love you," she said.

The words arrived in the room with the particular quality of something said for the first time.

Callum looked at her. A smile moved across his face. He didn't look away.

"I know," he said, which was George's line and they both knew it, and he said it the way someone says a thing that is also a joke and also completely true and the humor and the truth are not in competition.

She laughed, the surprised real version, and turned back to George.

George was looking at Callum with the expression of a man who had just witnessed something he'd been hoping for and hadn't been certain of and had brought about anyway on the strength of the hoping.

"You brought rum," George said, to Callum.

"I was told to bring something good," Callum said.

"Who told you," Charity said, looking at George.

"He did," Callum said. "Weeks ago."

"Weeks ago," she said.

"I told you I'd done something," George said.

"You told me twenty minutes ago," she said.

"I told you tonight," he said. "I arranged it weeks ago."

She looked at him. "You arranged Callum coming to Cuba."

"I arranged Callum having the option," George said. "He arranged himself coming to Cuba."

"I arranged a flight," Callum confirmed. "And the rum. George specified the rum should be good."

"Of course he did," Charity said.

George reached out and took the bottle from Callum and looked at it with the assessment of a man checking his own specifications. Nodded once.

He got three glasses.

The room settled around the three of them, a different configuration than any room they'd been in together before, and it felt, as Callum looked around it with the comfortable curiosity of someone at home.

"Nice," he said.

"George did the research," Charity said.

"Of course he did," Callum said.

"Of course I did," George agreed.

He handed them each a glass. He looked at Charity, then at Callum, then back at Charity, with the expression that was the whole of what he was — the man who had said I think I'd want to watch and meant something larger than watching, who had built something on purpose and opened a door in Havana on the second night of their honeymoon because the first night had been a promise he kept and the second night was a different kind of gift.

He raised his glass.

They raised theirs.

Nobody said anything. There wasn't anything to say that the room wasn't already saying.

They drank.


Chapter 9

The suite had a sitting room.

This was George's research at work. Three people in a suite that had been chosen with research and intention. A sitting room with a wide sofa and the low lamp already on. The bedroom beyond. The balcony off the sitting room with the old city below and the warm night above it. Surfaces and space and the Havana night doing its unhurried thing outside all the windows.

Callum looked around when he came fully in.

"You planned this," he said, to George.

"I did the research," George said.

"He planned it," Charity said.

She was standing in the middle of the sitting room in her robe with the rum in her hand and the expression she had when something had arrived exactly as she'd hoped and she was letting it be that. The surprised tears were gone. What was left was something cleaner and warmer, the settled certainty of a woman who was exactly where she'd chosen to be.

She looked at them both.

Two men who knew her. One who had known her for four years and had spent the last two building a life that had room for the other. One who had arrived into that life and found his place in it and had booked a flight to Havana and brought good rum and said I know back to her in the voice of someone who had been holding it for a long time.

She set her glass down.

She looked at George first. He was watching her with the expression she loved most, the one that was simply glad.

She crossed to him and took his face in her hands and kissed him the way she kissed him when she meant the whole of it — not the Tuesday version, not the familiar version, the one that had the four years in it and the cereal morning and the Miami beach and the door he'd opened tonight.

He kissed her back with the same register. His hands at her waist, steady.

She pulled back and looked at him.

Then she turned to Callum.

He was watching with the warm specific expression she'd been learning for a year, the one that had always had more in it than he'd been ready to name. He was ready now. She could see that he was ready now.

She went to him.

* * *

Charity dropped her towel, letting it pool on the floor beside the table. She walked over and knelt, pressing her cheek against Callum’s thigh. Her hands moved to his hard length, stroking him gently at first through his linen pants before freeing him.

“You’re beautiful,” Callum murmured as she fished out his hard cock and took him in her mouth. “I’ve missed you.” His fingers traced her shoulder blades with slow affection.

Her tongue moved along his length, pulling him deeper with each pass, warm and eager. The city sounds outside faded until there was only the rhythm of breath, soft murmurs of praise, and the steady heat building between them. Callum eventually eased her back, then leaned down to kiss her temple.

“She’s so good to us with her mouth,” George said quietly, watching as Charity lifted her head and met his gaze.

She stood then, taking Callum’s hand and pulling him toward the bedroom door. “I need a private moment with my boyfriend, Husband,” she said, a playful edge in her voice.

Callum paused in the doorway and glanced back at George with a glint of mischief. “But don’t worry. There will be plenty of time for you later.”

Callum turned the lock, leaving George standing just outside. Through the door, low voices. Charity's laugh, then silence. Then a sound George knew; the particular catch in her breath that meant Callum had found his way between her thighs. George stood near the door with his drink and listened. He was almost painfully hard.

He didn't knock. He listened while Callum tasted her, licked and sucked and worked her with his fingers until she moaned Callum’s name and came, trembling.

When Callum finally opened the door again, he invited George inside. Charity was on all fours on the bed, facing George, smiling. Callum moved behind her and slid inside her in one smooth motion. George watched her face intently as she took him with her eyes widening, then fluttering with pleasure as she adjusted to his thickness. She moaned softly. George stroked himself slowly, mesmerized.

“I want your cock in my mouth,” she said to George.

He stepped forward immediately. The three of them found a rhythm together. Charity took George deeper between her lips while Callum’s steady thrusts pushed her forward. George brushed her hair from her face with gentle fingers. Callum leaned down to kiss her spine before straightening again, driving into her with focused intensity. 

They shifted positions. Charity rose higher on her hands and knees as Callum fucked her harder. George lay beneath her so she could continue sucking him. She pulled off briefly, giving him a wry, pleasure-drunk smile. “You two are more coordinated than I expected.” Then she took him back into her mouth, the smile still sparkling in her eyes. 

George could feel her tightening around Callum, squeezing him rhythmically. Callum thrust deep and came with a low groan, his hips stuttering against her. 

Callum stepped back into the sitting room for another drink. Charity turned to George with a direct, hungry look. “Fuck me,” she said.

He moved over her without hesitation, pushing into her slick pussy. She was soaked and ready, her body welcoming him completely. Her hands gripped his shoulders as he began to move. Callum returned, drink in hand, and paused in the doorway to watch. Charity noticed him and lifted her head. “Come here,” she said. “Put it in my mouth.”

Callum set his drink down and approached. George kept his steady rhythm while Charity took Callum between her lips again. She clenched tightly around George, drawing him deeper until he came inside her with a quiet, intense groan. Afterward, they arranged themselves on the bed. Charity lay between them, naked, her back against George’s chest and her legs tangled with Callum’s. 

* * *

Callum found her on the balcony later, the warm night air on her skin, the city spread below. He came up behind her and his hands moved over her with a year of Tuesdays in them. His mouth at her neck, her shoulder, the place below her ear that he'd found early and revisited consistently. She leaned back into him and let the city watch and didn't care that it watched.

He turned her around and looked at her in the balcony light, the warm amber of the city below coming up, and she looked at him looking at her and she felt what it was to be wanted by someone who also loved her. She now knew that was not the same thing as being wanted, and was in fact the better thing.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi," he said.

He kissed her slowly, deliberately, the patient quality he had. She kissed him back with everything she had.

He pressed her against the railing, his hand sliding between her legs to stroke her slick folds while his mouth found her neck. He fingered her deeply, feeling her walls clench around his fingers as he pumped them in and out. He dropped to his knees, spread her thighs wider, and buried his face in her pussy. He licked her clit in firm circles, sucked it between his lips, and used his mouth on her until her juices ran down his chin. She came quietly, her face tight, her hands gripping the iron railing. The controlled quiet of someone managing the volume in deference to the neighborhood kept her moans low, her body shaking as she came on his mouth.

He stood and laughed against her temple.

"Quiet," she said.

"You were quiet," he said.

"I was exercising considerable restraint," she said.

He laughed again. She kissed him.

* * *

Often it was both men together.

The sofa, at some point. The low lamp on, the rum half gone. She between them in the specific geometry of a woman attended to from both sides simultaneously, George behind her and Callum at her throat, four hands moving over her with a coordination that had not been rehearsed and didn't need to be because both of them knew her and the knowing was the coordination.

She felt entirely held. Not managed, but held. The specific sensation of being the entire point of something, of two people whose attention was fully and simultaneously on her, the warm complete fullness of it.

She came twice on the sofa. Once from Callum's hands while George watched her face and told her in a low voice how she sexy and hot she looked. Once from both of them together in a configuration that required the wide cushions and some negotiation of angles and ended with her face buried in George's shoulder and Callum's mouth at the back of her neck and the sound she made being something she'd file under considerable restraint abandoned.

She was not quiet.

The city had the decency to be loud enough to cover it.

* * *

She took care of them both in the shower.

This was important to her, the reciprocal quality of it, the fact of two men who had spent hours attending to her pleasure with the focused generosity of people who found her pleasure genuinely interesting, and her wanting them to know she found theirs interesting in return.

George first, the familiar geography of him, her mouth on him with the slow deliberate quality she used when she wanted it to last and the specific attention she paid to the places she'd learned over four years. He had more patience than he'd had in the early days, the developed control of a man who'd decided restraint was worth practicing, but she knew him well enough to know where the patience ended and worked toward it with the precise unhurried intent of someone with a destination. He came with her name said in the low controlled way he said it when he'd stopped managing anything.

Callum differently. She took her time with him in the sitting room while George was in the bedroom for a while, the two of them alone with the low lamp and the rum and the city outside, and she moved through him with the attentiveness she'd developed over a year of knowing him, the specific knowledge of what he responded to, where his patience lived and where it didn't. He was less contained than George, more immediately present in his responses, and she found this its own kind of pleasure, the pleasure of someone entirely present in his own responses.

He came with his head back and her name said like something that had been waiting to be said.

She looked up at him.

He looked down at her.

"Charity," he said.

"Yes," she said.

He pulled her up to him and held her for a moment, the specific way he held her, and she let herself be held.

* * *

Later — she couldn't have said how much later, the night having lost its conventional structure — she was in the bed with both of them, George at her back and Callum facing her, the three of them in the warm Havana dark with the city outside doing its final quiet things.

She was completely spent in the way that was also completely satisfied.

George's arm was around her from behind. Callum's hand was at her hip, easy, not requiring anything. She lay between them and looked at the ceiling and thought about nothing in particular, which was rare for her and always meant something.

"Callum," she said.

"Yeah," he said.

"You flew to Havana."

"I did," he said.

"From home."

"From home," he said. "George emailed me the dates six weeks ago."

"Six weeks ago," she said.

"He said he wanted you to have this," Callum said. "He said he thought you'd want this but he wanted to make sure it was your actual honeymoon first."

She was quiet.

"He said the first night was yours," Callum said. "Just yours. He was very specific about the first night."

"He kept the promise," she said.

"He told me about the promise," Callum said. "So I'd understand the timing."

She lay with this. George behind her, breathing slow and even, or performing it. Callum in front of her, awake, watching her face in the dark with the warm specific attention she'd been receiving from him for a year and had finally named tonight.

"He told you about the promise," she said.

"He tells me things," Callum said. "We talk."

"I know," she said.

"Is that strange," Callum said.

She thought about it honestly. "No," she said. "It's perfect."

She reached out and put her hand against his face. He turned into it slightly, the small involuntary thing he did that he didn't know he did, and she thought: yes. Both of them. This.

"Callum," she said.

"Yes."

"I meant it," she said. "Earlier. I want you to know I meant it."

He was quiet for a moment. "I know you meant it," he said. "I've known it for a while. I was waiting for you to get there."

"How long," she said.

"Months," he said.

"Why didn't you say something," she said.

"Because it needed to be yours to say first," he said. "George agreed."

She lay very still. "You talked to George about this."

"George brought it up," Callum said. "He said it was close and that I should let it arrive in its own time."

She turned her head. George behind her, apparently asleep, the steady breathing of a man who had arranged Callum's flight and the suite and the rum specifications and had also apparently managed the emotional logistics of her saying I love you for the first time to the man she was currently in bed with on her honeymoon.

"George," she said.

The breathing continued.

"You're not asleep," she said.

A pause.

"I'm resting," he said.

She started laughing. The surprised one, the one that didn't wait. Callum started laughing because she was laughing, and then George was laughing too and trying not to show it, which made it worse.

"You managed my feelings," she said, to the walls.

"I created favorable conditions," George said.

"That's the same thing," she said.

"It's a meaningful distinction," he said.

"It is," Callum said.

A pause. "You're ganging up on me," George said.

"Yes," Charity said.

"Good," George said, which was not the response she'd expected and was therefore exactly right.

She lay between them and let the laughter find its way out and then settle, the room going warm and quiet again, the city outside, the fountain in the courtyard below doing its patient thing.

She closed her eyes.

This, she thought. All of it. Every surface of this suite and every year of this life and these two specific people and the city outside and the stairs being built and the plant being watered and the whole improbable beautiful thing.

This is the whole thing.

She was asleep before she finished the thought.


Chapter 10

She woke first again.

This was becoming a pattern. The Havana mornings had a quality that got through whatever she was usually using to stay asleep — the light, the street sounds, the specific warmth of a Caribbean city deciding to begin. She lay with it for a moment, George at her back, Callum's arm across her waist from the other side, and looked at the ceiling and thought: this is my life.

Not with surprise. Just with the clean recognition of someone taking accurate stock.

She got up without waking either of them and stood at the window in her robe and looked at the street below doing its early morning thing. A woman walking with something balanced on her head with ease. A dog making considered decisions about the gutter. The light coming at the angle it came at this hour, the specific Havana gold of it.

She heard movement behind her. Then Callum appeared, also in a robe, running a hand through his hair.

"Morning," he said.

"Morning," she said.

He came and stood beside her at the window. He looked at the street for a moment.

"George is doing the sleep thing," he said.

"The very still thing," she said.

"Like he decided to sleep and committed entirely."

"Yes," she said. "He's always been like that."

Callum looked at the street. "This is a good city," he said.

"It is," she said.

"I'm glad I came."

She looked at him. "I'm glad George told you to come."

"I'm glad I bought the flight," he said.

"Both things are true," she said.

He smiled at the street. She leaned into him slightly and he put his arm around her and they watched Havana do its morning.

* * *

George was up by eight with coffee located from somewhere, which was one of his minor and consistent superpowers across every city they'd ever been in together. He handed Charity hers at the exact right temperature and handed Callum a cup with the easy domestic competence of a man for whom this was simply the morning.

Callum looked at the cup. Looked at George.

"You know how I take it," he said.

"You've had coffee in our apartment sixty or seventy times," George said.

"You counted."

"I didn't count," George said. "I estimated. You take it the same way every time. It's not complicated."

Callum looked at the cup again. Then at Charity.

"He's like this about everything," she said.

"I know," Callum said. "I'm still getting used to it."

"You get used to it and then you become dependent on it," she said. "It's a process."

"I'm describing coffee preference," George said. "You're both being dramatic."

"We're both being accurate," Charity said.

George drank his coffee. The morning light came through the shutters in bars across the floor. Nobody was in a hurry.

* * *

They went to the pool at the hotel — a rooftop, because George had researched the rooftop — mid-morning. The pool was small and serious about itself, not the resort version, just the right size for the building it sat on top of, with a bar at one end that was doing modest business and a view of the old city that was better than it had any right to be.

Charity wore the white bikini because it was Cuba and it was a pool and there was no reason not to. She was aware of this in the way she'd been aware of most things since the wedding.

She arranged herself on a chair between them. George on the left, already reading something. Callum on the right, glasses on, face toward the sun.

The bartender came around. Young, unhurried, the quality of someone who had made peace with the pace of his work and found it agreeable.

"Good morning," Charity said. "Could we get three of whatever you'd recommend for this hour."

He asked if they were guests. She said yes, just married, honeymoon.

"Congratulations," he said, looking between her and George. "And your friend?"

She looked at George. George looked at his book.

"This is my husband George," she said. "And this is my boyfriend Callum."

The bartender looked at George. Then at Callum. Then back at Charity with the expression of a man running a rapid reassessment.

"Okay," he said, with the professional composure of someone who worked in hospitality and had decided some time ago that the guests were the guests. "I'll bring three."

He went back to the bar. Callum had his glasses pushed up on his forehead now, watching.

"You enjoyed that," he said.

"Tremendously," she said.

"His face," Callum said.

"The reassessment," she said. "You could see it happening in real time."

George turned a page.

"You're not going to comment," she said, to George.

"I thought it was well-handled," he said. "The 'okay' was professional."

"He took it in stride," Callum said.

"Hospitality training," George said. "They prepare you for configurations."

"Do they," Charity said.

"I'd assume so," George said. "It seems like something you'd cover."

The drinks arrived. The bartender set them down with the same professional composure and did not elaborate on what he was thinking and Charity tipped him well in the spirit of the thing.

* * *

The morning established its rhythm. Sun, drinks, the city visible over the rooftop edge. Charity moved between them with the ease of someone entirely at home.

She lay back against George's chair at some point, his hand moving slowly through her hair, and looked up at the Cuban sky. Callum was in the water. She watched him swim the length of the pool with the unhurried quality he brought to physical things, the easy efficiency of someone comfortable in his own body.

He came back and shook water onto her deliberately.

"Callum," she said.

"Sorry," he said.

"You're not sorry."

"I'm a little sorry," he said. He sat on the edge of her chair. She shifted to make room with the automatic adjustment of people who had been in close proximity enough times to know each other's geometry.

She kissed him, sun-warm and easy, the version that belonged to daylight and public and the comfortable fact of them. He kissed her back. George's hand continued its slow movement through her hair.

Across the pool a couple in their sixties observed this over the top of their books. The woman said something to her husband. The husband lowered his book, assessed the situation, raised the book again. The woman kept watching with the expression of someone updating her understanding of what a honeymoon could look like.

Charity noticed.

She kissed Callum again, slightly longer, then turned and kissed George, and looked across the pool at the woman with the expression she had when something was both correct and a little bit funny.

The woman smiled. Not scandalized after all. Something warmer than that.

Charity raised her drink slightly in her direction. The woman raised hers back.

* * *

Lunch was at a place three streets from the hotel, small, the tables outside, found by walking rather than research which made Callum feel he'd contributed something.

"I found this," he said, when they sat down.

"You walked until you saw somewhere with tables outside," George said.

"Yes," Callum said. "Which required instinct and judgment."

"It required being hungry and moving toward food," George said.

"George," Charity said.

"Yes."

"Let him have this."

George looked at Callum. "Good instincts," he said.

"Thank you," Callum said.

The waitress came. She was young and efficient and looked at the three of them with the bright professional interest of someone in the early phase of her career where every table was still interesting.

"Just the three of you today?" she said.

"Just us," Charity said. "My husband and my boyfriend." She gestured left and right.

The waitress looked at George. Looked at Callum. Looked at Charity. Her expression moved through surprise and arrived at delight, the genuine kind, the kind that meant she was going to tell this story later.

"Both?" she said.

"Both," Charity said.

"Good for you," the waitress said, with complete sincerity. She wrote down their order with the energy of a woman who had decided she liked this table and was going to take care of it.

Callum waited until she'd gone. "You're going to do this every time," he said.

"I'm going to do this every time," Charity confirmed.

"She loved it," George said.

"Everyone loves it," Charity said. "Or they're scandalized, which is also entertaining."

"The pool couple," Callum said.

"She came around," Charity said. "She waved."

"She was charmed," George said. "You're charming."

"You're charming," Charity said to George.

"I said nothing," George said.

"You sat there looking like yourself," she said. "It's the same effect."

Callum watched this exchange with the expression he had when he found them funny and didn't want to interrupt it.

"What," Charity said.

"Nothing," he said. "I'm just. This is a good lunch."

"It is a good lunch," she agreed.

"I found it," he said.

"You found it," she agreed.

* * *

The afternoon drifted. They walked. They found a bar that was doing something interesting with rum that George wanted to understand and that produced an extended conversation with the barman about sugar cane provenance that Callum and Charity left them to, the two of them sitting at the far end of the bar in easy conversation, the kind they'd developed over a year of knowing each other, the kind that didn't need to be about anything.

"Next year," Callum said, at some point.

"What about it," she said.

"Somewhere else. If we do this again." He looked at his drink. "I'm not assuming. I just." He paused.

"Yes," she said.

He looked at her.

"Yes," she said again. "Next year. Somewhere else."

He nodded once, the way he nodded when something was settled.

George returned from the barman with the quiet satisfaction of a man who'd just been given facts.

"Cuba produces six distinct styles," he said, sitting down.

"He knows about all six," Charity said, to Callum.

"Of course he does," Callum said.

"Of course I do," George agreed. He picked up his drink. "Next round is the second style. It's meaningfully different."

They stayed for three rounds.

* * *

That night Callum stayed again.

The suite, the city, the three of them. Different from the night before; less charged, more settled, the way things are after the important things have been said and don't need to be said again. She moved between them through the evening hours with the ease of someone at home in the specific life she'd made, and both men moved with her, and the Havana night did what it did outside the windows, and she fell asleep between them again in the warm dark thinking about nothing in particular, which still meant what it had meant the night before.

* * *

He said goodbye in the morning.

The cab was coming at nine. He was packed with the efficiency of someone who traveled light, which she'd always liked about him. George had ordered breakfast from somewhere and it was on the table when they all came out of the bedroom, which she'd always loved about him.

They ate. The morning was warm and easy and nobody made it a thing.

At eight fifty she walked him down to the lobby. George stayed upstairs with the coffee, which was its own form of consideration.

In the lobby Callum put his bag down and looked at her.

"Three days," he said.

"Three days," she said.

"I'll be back Tuesday," he said.

She smiled. "You'll be back Tuesday."

"With food from the Italian place," he said. "Because it'll be cold."

"It's May," she said.

"It'll still be cold at night," he said. "It's always cold at night in May."

She looked at him. He looked at her. The lobby around them, the fountain in the courtyard audible, the city outside doing its morning.

She put her hand against his face. He turned into it.

"Thank you for coming," she said.

"Thank you for George," he said.

She laughed, the real one. He kissed her, easy and warm and complete, the Tuesday version that was also the Havana version and was going to be the same thing again in three days and for all the Tuesdays after.

"Go," she said.

He went.

She stood in the lobby for a moment after the door closed, the fountain and the courtyard and the morning light on the stone floor.

Then she went back upstairs to her husband.

* * *

The last day was theirs.

This had been the shape of the thing all along, she understood; George's architecture, the first night a kept promise, the second and third nights the gift, the last day the return. He'd planned it the way he planned things, with the foresight of a man who understood that endings needed to match beginnings.

They went back to the Malecón in the afternoon, the seawall with the ocean on one side and the city on the other. She stood at the wall and he stood beside her and the wind came off the water the way it had two days ago except now there was more in it, the accumulated weight of everything the trip had held.

"Are you happy," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"With all of it," she said. "The whole week."

"Yes," he said. "All of it."

She looked at the water. "The first night was the best," she said. "For me. Just so you know."

He was quiet for a moment.

"Good," he said. "That was the point."

"And then the rest of it was also the best," she said. "In a different way."

"Yes," he said. "That's what this is. It's all the best, differently."

She looked at the ocean. Cuba in the late afternoon, the light going gold in the beautiful way it had all week.

"Home tomorrow," she said.

"Home tomorrow," he said.

"Tuesday in four days," she said.

"Tuesday in four days," he agreed.

"The contractor in June," she said.

"The contractor in June," he said.

She turned and looked at him, the husband, the man with the research and the dancing videos and the Spanish lessons and the door he'd opened on the second night, the man who had been building this life with her on purpose and with full attention since a Saturday morning over cereal when she'd said something larger than she knew.

"George," she said.

"Yes."

"I want to stay in Cuba forever," she said. "And I also want to go home."

"Both are true," he said.

"Both are true," she agreed.

He took her hand. They stood at the seawall with the ocean in front of them and Havana behind them and the last of the evening light on everything.

Tomorrow, home. Tuesday, Callum with food from the Italian place. June, the contractor. The apartment upstairs with its stairs being built. The life that was already the life, and had been for a year, and was now also officially and publicly and with witnesses the life.

She held his hand.

It was enough. It was exactly right.


Author’s Note:

Lovely Reader,

Thanks for sharing George and Charity’s journey 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.

If you enjoyed this, I have other wicked little experiments available:

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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