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This story is adult erotic fiction set in contemporary Toronto. It is the second part of the For Us short stories. All sexual partners are adults eighteen or older. Zara Reeves is thirty-four. Elliot Reeves is thirty-six. Martin Hale is fifty-one.

If you are not 18 or older, stop here.

Elliot Reeves got the title and then immediately began apologizing to it.

Two weeks after the Meridian announcement he came home with his badge on the wrong lanyard clip and a story about a spreadsheet that had “looked at him with contempt.” He had been Senior-something in his head all day and Elliot-something in every room. Hale had smiled in the stand-up like a man remembering a hotel carpet. Derek Lang had started saying “when the dust settles” in meetings Elliot was supposed to own.

The first week of the lead, he brought work home in a tote bag that said a conference from 2019 and then sat on the floor with the tote as if proximity to the zipper would teach him command. Zara stepped over his legs with a basket of laundry and dropped a clean sock on his head.

“Leadership,” she said.

“I am inspiring the sock.”

“The sock is not going to Principal. Put the papers on the table. I made chai.”

He put the papers on the table. He drank the chai. He told her, in a rush, that Helen Cho had asked a question in a meeting he should have owned and he had said “that’s a great question” so many times the intern had started counting. Zara listened. She did not fix his sentences. She peeled an orange and fed him a segment across the table because his hands were ink-stained and shaking a little.

“You are allowed to be bad at the first week,” she said. “You are not allowed to decide you are a fraud before Friday.”

“What if I am a fraud.”

“Then you are a fraud I sleep next to, and I have high standards for frauds.” She leaned over and kissed his sticky mouth. “Wash your hands. Come help me fold. You fold like a disaster. It comforts me.”

They folded. He made the towels into shapes that had no names. She stacked hers like bricks. When the basket was empty he hooked a finger in the hem of her shirt and tugged, shy, and she came into his lap on the kitchen chair and let him hold the weight of her, face between her breasts over cotton, nothing more than that, a man hiding in his wife because the tote bag had been cruel.

“I love you,” he said, muffled.

“I know. I picked you. Stop arguing with the tote.”

Zara met him at the door in his old shirt and bare feet, steam still on her wrists from the rice.

“Hi, lead,” she said, and kissed the crease between his eyebrows before he could start the speech.

“Don’t call me that. It feels like wearing a hat that belongs to a bigger head.” He missed the key bowl. The keys sang across the tile. “Sorry. Hi. I brought mangoes. I think they are mangoes. If they are apples I will not recover.”

They were mangoes, slightly too soft, the kind he bought when he was trying to be a person who provided tropical fruit. Zara put them in a bowl and put him on a stool and stood between his knees and held his face.

“Tell me the boring thing first.”

The boring thing was staffing. He had asked for two analysts. Hale’s office had returned the request with a note so polite it was a slap: *resources tight through quarter-end; please leverage existing bench.* Existing bench meant Derek’s leftover intern and a woman on maternity leave.

“Helen Cho copied me,” Elliot said, glasses sliding. “She thinks I have a team. I have a plant in the corner and a Slack channel.”

Zara thumbed the chapped corner of his mouth.

“That is not a staffing problem,” she said. “That is a man seeing whether I still know where his door is.”

Elliot’s throat moved. “Zara.”

“I packed you extra pickle this morning. I ironed the blue shirt. I am very proud of my anxious beautiful idiot. I am also not going to watch Hale starve the job I already bought.” She kissed him, sweet, closed-mouthed, wife. “Eat. Then we talk. Then I decide if the shop opens.”

He ate. He told her a joke about a pivot table that did not land and she laughed anyway because he needed the laugh more than the joke did. After, she washed the plates and he tried to help and broke a cheap tumbler and apologized to the glass.

She swept it up. She did not sigh.

“Come to bed,” she said. “Not because the week is on fire. Because I want my husband.”

He followed her down the hall like a man being allowed into a temple he had built by accident.

She undressed him slowly. She folded his trousers. She set his glasses on the nightstand as if they were a relic. When she pulled the shirt off her own head her breasts spilled heavy and familiar and his breath went stupid in the old way, the way that had nothing to do with directors.

“Look at me,” she murmured. “Not at the job. Me.”

“I’m looking.”

“Good.” She put his hands on her hips, then lower, filling them with the fat of her ass. “This is yours. It was yours this morning when I put pickles in a box. It is yours now. Say it.”

“It’s yours— I mean. Mine. God. Zara.”

“Close enough, jaan.”

She took him into her mouth the Sunday way: unhurried, fond, eyes up because she liked his face. She let him get wet and shaking and then she climbed into his lap and sank down on him with a sound that belonged only to this room. She rocked. She talked, filthy and warm, the wife mouth.

“That’s my husband. That’s it. You feel how I get for you? Not for a title. For you. These tits in your mouth. Yes. Soft. I love you. Take your time. I did not bring you in here to perform. I brought you in here to come home.”

He lasted longer than he thought he would because she kept kissing the place between his eyebrows between the dirty words. When she wanted more she lifted off and turned on her hands and knees and looked back at him with a grin that had no hotel in it. She slapped her own ass once, fond, the flesh jumping.

“Come here. Behind me. Hold what’s yours.”

He draped himself over her back and kissed her shoulder while he pushed in, and she reached for his hand and laced their fingers on the sheet and let him fuck her like a man who was still sorry about a tumbler. She came quietly, saying his name. He followed with a broken sound into her hair.

After, she tucked his head under her chin and stared at the dark window.

“The shop opens,” she said.

He went still.

“I know,” she added, before he could invent a braver sentence. “I hate it too. I love you more than I hate it. That is the whole math.”

The next three days Elliot tried to be a boss the way he did everything: too carefully.

He wrote a welcome note to analysts he did not have. He rewrote it. He apologized to the first draft. He asked Zara if “excited to partner” sounded like a threat. She was making roti on the pan and did not turn around.

“It sounds like you,” she said. “Send it when there are humans to receive it. Until then, come stir this and tell me about the plant.”

“The plant is thriving. The plant has no direct reports. I envy the plant.”

She laughed into her shoulder. He came up behind her and put his face against her hair, careful of the heat, and she leaned back into him with a soft sound that had nothing to do with strategy. They stood like that until the roti browned too far on one edge. She flipped it, unbothered.

“You are going to be good at this,” she said. “Not because Hale likes your wife. Because you remember people’s birthdays and you do not shame interns. The world is full of men who can starve a book. It is short on men who apologize to rice.”

“That is not a leadership competency.”

“It is mine.”

On Thursday Derek found him at the coffee machine and said, very lightly, “Must be nice. Some of us had to wait for Principal until we had scars.”

Elliot said, “I have a scar. I got it opening a mango.” Then he stood there in horror at his own mouth.

Derek blinked. “Right.”

Elliot
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