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        “Someone I loved once gave me a box full of darkness. It took me years to understand that this too, was a gift.”

        ― Mary Oliver
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        I just stare at her, all eager energy and hard-on, enjoying all that is mine.

      

      

      A dying breeze tumbles through, and my breath catches as I wait. For the life of me, I can’t tear my gaze away.

      “Ooh!” Her velvety shriek fortifies the arousal building behind my zipper, then⁠—

      “Thank you, wind,” I mutter, praising the universe like a hungry fool as the hem of her tennis skirt flies over her hips, exposing the underside of her ass.

      Damn.

      My throat ticks and my jaw clenches as I salivate at the vision before me. Impossibly flawless skin, a plumpness that makes me groan, and no panties. A growl rumbles through me, and I knead the length of my sternum with a closed fist to quiet the noise.

      To stifle the urge.

      I imagine lifting that skirt the rest of the way, her lean fingers splayed out on the window in front of her, desperately clutching for a balance she never finds. Before she’s even ready, I’ve pushed inside of her, sawing in and out as if my next breath depends on how hard I’ve fucked her, how full I’ve left her.

      How long she’ll feel the burn from my savage thrusts.

      Electricity jolts through my bones, and a raw fantasy appears behind my eyes. That fiery red hair all knotted up between my fingers. Her cries for help, panted appeals for respite, breathy pleas for freedom from my cruel grasp—sexy as hell. So fucking sexy that I’d⁠—

      Whack.

      I bring my palm to my assaulted temple, massaging the pounding ache that takes hold instantly.

      “Dad! You were supposed to catch it!”

      Looking up, my two sons, Alex and Desmond, stand across from me in the yard. Both are covered in grass stains and mud smears, bits of torn out lawn poking out of Lex’s hair.

      Reaching down, I snag the football at my feet, stealing a quick glance at her.

      My wife.

      Wearing an intoxicating smirk, she tosses me a wink, her brows pinched with more than interest and curiosity. In fairness, all variations of her smiles and smirks make me a hard, lovesick fool.

      Her grin says she’s aware that I got hit in the head with a football because of my lascivious staring. Well, staring and drooling. I am a man who can multitask after all. Just not at the same time as I can play catch, apparently.

      “Sorry, boys,” I say, savoring her wink before returning my focus to our sons. The focus of the football lesson today? Never take your eyes off the ball.

      Heh. Oops.

      “A few more passes, okay?” My wife says, sauntering across the lawn, running an old chamois through her hands, leaving smears of earth behind. “Then we need to get cleaned up for dinner.” She sends a pointed look to our boys who, at ages ten and six, have a knack for not hearing.

      “A few more, then showers before dinner,” she reiterates, her tone adding a wordless warning.

      I loop my arm around her waist, catching her before she returns to her basket of lavender. She presses a hand to my chest, her diamond ring catching the highlights of the sherbet skyline above.

      “You okay over here, or do you need me to step in and catch some?” she asks, laughing a little as she teases, her plump lips enticing me.

      “I got distracted by the best ass in Willowdale. Forgive me,” I say, curling down to lay a kiss on her forehead. The smell of fresh lavender and soft, musky skin overwhelms me, and I pull away, shaking my head. “You smell so good.”

      She escapes my arm prison, strolling back to where her garden tools are strewn about on the concrete near the lawn’s edge. “It’s the lavender.”

      I force my focus back to our boys, lining my thumbs along the laces of the pigskin before I chuck it back. Their auburn hair shines beneath the traces of sun as they hustle after the ball that neither will catch. My chest tightens at the sight of them and I can’t help but venture a glance back at her.

      Her naturally wavy hair billows over her shoulder as she cautiously crouches, collecting hand shears and a small trowel, dropping them into her basket.

      “Dad!” My son howls, demanding my focus. Jesus, I really need to focus. How will they learn to keep their eye on the ball if I can’t keep my eyes off their mother?

      I raise my hands high, preparing for the optimal pass, but lower them quickly as I rush forward to catch the ball my six-year-old has flung. We go a few more rounds like this, tossing with some catching, the evening quickly stealing our light, pouring cool air over us. Less than ten minutes later, I’m rounding them up, having them gather their shoes and coats, and herding them inside.

      “All the important places,” I warn them as they bounce on their toes at the bottom of the stairs, anxious to rush up and argue about who uses which bathroom, no doubt.

      I point to Lex, who is notorious for soapless showers. Boys. He lifts his arm, burying his nose in his pit. “Not even that bad, Dad.”

      I drop a palm to his shoulder. “Son, not that bad isn't the goal. Clean is the goal.”

      From beside his brother, Des backs up the stairs before I target him with a pointed finger. “And what do you need to remember?”

      Des nibbles the inside of his cheek, peering across the house, likely looking to catch his mother’s gaze. To have her supplement him with what he should already know. We’ve been through this too many times. “Des, buddy,” I coax.

      “Wash but don’t use mommy’s stuff.”

      I level my gaze at him until he finds it, latching onto the intensity, catching the importance of the message. We still do not speak of the Nair incident last summer where Des attempted to style his hair into a mohawk with mousse. Unrelated, it takes approximately seven months for a six year old to grow a head of hair that looks decent.

      Both ruddy heads nod in unison as I say it again and a moment later, the stairs are creaking as they thunder up, racing for the hall bath. Lex makes it there first—I know because a piercing whine drifts down the stairs as Des trudges toward the master bedroom, heading into our bathroom. I call up a reminder. “None of mommy’s stuff!”

      A moment later, the little closet beneath the stairs rattles as the pipes come alive, both upstairs showers running. I make my way into the kitchen, stopping short in the doorframe connected to the living space. A sheen of sweat breaks out along my back beneath my hoodie, so I take my cap off and run a hand through my hair. My heartbeat echoes in my ears as my pulse thuds heavily at the base of my throat. Behind my zipper, things are happening. At my sides, my fingertips drum mindlessly against my thighs.

      I reach up and grab the door jamb, leaning into the kitchen yet holding myself back. I just stare at her, all eager energy and hard-on, enjoying all that is mine.

      We've been married for twelve years. I don’t think the man I was then ever anticipated how the love I felt for my wife would evolve. I love her more now than the day I married her, but I also burn for her. She consumes me. It’s a desire and need that grows over time.

      Whatever expectations I’d had then, are weak in comparison to how I feel now.

      She shelved her aspirations of opening her own dance studio when we got married. When we met, she’d pumped hope and happiness into the idea. But after we quickly got lost in one another and the vision of our future, she adjusted her life plan. For me. For us.

      I’d already started my business and achieved success, and for us to thrive together, it would have been challenging for her to start her own business. At the time, it didn’t feel possible. We discussed it and ultimately, I kept running my small business, and she never started hers. She stayed home and raised our children. Packing lunches and folding clothes, tying off goody bags and cutting construction paper hearts—she became the ultimate mother. She was always the ultimate wife, loving and caring, generous with her time and heart.

      She’s happy. I know she’s happy. I see it in her smile, I feel it beating against me when I hold her tight, I taste it between her thighs when I make her shatter.

      She’s given so much, and that should be enough. Yet there’s a part of me that doesn't just savor what she gives, there’s a part that wants to… take.

      I watch her, dipping soapy plates into a basin of equally soapy water. Steam rises from the surface, hanging in thick clouds above the sink for a moment before evaporating. I wish my needs were that way, present for a small time and then gone. Forgotten.

      The window above is blanketed in darkness from outside, leaving a hint of her reflection projected in the glass. I narrow my eyes on the gauzy portrait of her, obfuscated by condensation and steam. I see more of what I love.

      Her perfect lips, the arch a delicate cupid’s bow. She’s wearing a tender smile as she washes dishes, swaying from foot to foot, a private hum purring between her lips. A quick glance at the table adjacent to her and I spot the takeout pizza, glasses of milk at each spot, and a bowl of baby carrots in the center. She wrings her hands in the towel hanging off the counter’s edge as she slides the last clean plate in the rack. Her red hair slides off her shoulder as she jolts back, spotting me in the reflection.

      As she turns, I’m already busy closing the distance to get to her. I loop my arm around her waist, and tug her body flush to mine. There’s no way she can’t feel the hard ridge of my cock, pressing into her like a concealed weapon.

      She links her hands together behind my neck, smiling up at me in the quiet kitchen. Darkness seeps in from the night closing in on us, and I find myself falling into her sway, a slow dance just for us. “You watchin’ me wash dishes?” She wrinkles her nose as she teases me, and I grind my cock into her a bit more. I swallow her faint moan as I plant my mouth on hers, taking a long, wet kiss. One I’ve been waiting for since watching her in the garden.

      “You made it hard to play catch with the boys,” I tell her when I give her a break to suck in air. I love when I kiss her so rough and ragged that the tip of her nose is pink and her lips get all swollen. “You make it hard, period,” I say, earning another moan. This time, it’s from me as she lets a hand fall from my neck, fishing it between us to cup my aching cock over my worn work denim. “Naughty,” I chastise as I smack her ass gently.

      Then the urge that crawls around the depths of my consciousness, the one I push down with my boot and keep buried, it surfaces.

      It’s stirring somewhere deep in my veins. Like a dormant volcano awakening, pressure building and tearing through me. Lava scorching everything and leaving behind nothing but ash and darkness in its wake.

      I’ve managed to tamp it down. Keep it subdued in the pit of my soul.

      She rocks to her toes and finds my mouth again, this time twirling her tongue with mine as her long pink fingernails trace the ridge of my cock. Her breathy giggle wraps around me, her other hand playing with the frayed ends of my hair that curl over my collar. “You need a haircut,” she whispers.

      Footsteps thud above us and I pull back, meeting her gaze. Emerald mixed with molten chocolate drizzled in honey, her eyes have always been the thing that keeps me grounded here, in this perfect life, happy with everything I have.

      Happy not indulging in my dark fantasies.

      Exhaling with relief that her amorous gaze has suppressed the monster within me, I spin her around, pinning her to the sink. Her laughter is soft but controlled, and I love how she always tempers her passion around the boys. How she knows just when to push the gas pedal, and just when to ease off.

      I bury my nose in her neck. The fading scent of her rosemary mint shampoo mingling with the lavender she’s just harvested, making me frenzied with the need to bury myself inside of her.

      With my hands exploring her breasts beneath her long sleeved tee, I drop my mouth to the back of her ear, telling her just what I want.

      “I crave you, Jes. I kept looking across the lawn thinking about how we’ve been together so long, and yet I want you more now than ever before.” I brush my groin along her ass, and she whimpers at the contact. I love how she whimpers for me, so sweet and needy. It’s genuine, too. “I can’t believe you’re mine. A sweet thing like you.” My calloused thumbs rouse her nipples to life, stroking them until they’re as hard as my cock.

      “Des, you had first seat last pizza night!” Lex whines in that unhinged tone that only your kid has, seriously.

      My hands fall to her hips, and I notice her pert nipples in the dark window, now a crystal clear reflection where the steam has dissipated. I whisper my plans to her. “I’m gonna deal with them, but I want you in the laundry room. Now.” Cheeks rosy, her bottom lip tucked between her teeth, eyes wide, she nods. And then I serve the pizza at a pace that would make you think it was a competitive sport.

      “Drink your milk, keep your hands to yourself. And Lex, if the seat is that big of a deal, let him have the hall shower next time, and you take the seat. Compromise, buddy.” I waffle my fingers through his hair. “Okay?”

      Orange grease already lining their upper lips, he nods. “Okay, Dad.”

      “Dude, I do not need to see what you’re chewing. Don’t speak with your mouth full. Now, I gotta go fix the dryer with mom.” I give them both a stern look, shrugging off any perceived signs of suspicion. I think we have a few more years before that. “We will be back out here in…” I glance over my shoulder, spotting the cracked laundry room door. The light is on, pouring down on Jes, who sits atop the dryer, still wearing that damn little skirt. Only, she’s abandoned the long sleeve top and instead sits in her bra. “Fifteen minutes,” I say hopefully. Though with how frequently I’ve been struggling to stifle my urges lately—and how goddamn beautiful she is right now—I doubt I’ll need more than three.

      They nod, their focus already on the cartoon playing from the living room. Colored animals with Australian accents talk about a tea party, and I take the opportunity to sneak away.

      I prowl toward the laundry room, wishing I’d had time to shower, but knowing there’s no way. The door is met with the sole of my boot as I push it closed behind me. Jes looks up, previously engrossed in untangling a stray red hair from the strap of her bra.

      Our eyes meet and I realize then, my chest is heaving. Taking deep, long breaths, I exhale hard, hoping to expel the impulses clawing at me. Hoping I can battle them one more time, overpower them again.

      I grab her hips, draggin her off the dryer, and spin her around. “Hands on the top of the dryer, baby,” I direct, not masking my guttural tone or desperate need for her. Tugging down the tease of a skirt in one, quick motion, I tap her ankle, getting her to step out of one side. I like seeing her skirt bunched, pooled carelessly around her other foot.

      Only I get to see that.

      My pulse skyrockets as I whip my belt free, loving the metallic clank of it hitting the wood floor. She wiggles against me as I struggle with my fly, the weight of my erection making unzipping a feat. Finally, I get it down and my cock drops weightily into my palm, veiny and fat.

      Gripping myself, I slide the head between her pussy lips, discovering the warmth and wetness she’s been hiding. “Fu-uck,” I groan, my eyes falling closed as I give her the first inch.

      She hisses, sucking in a delicate breath that only makes me want to pummel her that much harder. Collecting her hair in one fist, I give her head a tender yank. Her moan is pleasure, laced with a hint of pain, and I grow harder in response.

      Releasing her hair, I clamp my hand over her mouth and ask, “Ready?” She nods against my palm and in one unforgiving thrust, I bury the rest of my aching dick inside her welcoming cunt. So tight, so wet, still greedy for my cock after all these years.

      “Goddamnit, Jes,” I grind out, moving my groin against her ass, desperate to feel her clenching around me at every angle. All the goddamn angles. “You feel so good.”

      My hands are everywhere, cupping her tits, grabbing at her hips, yanking and tangling in her hair. I’m fucking obsessed, and with my cock buried deep, I almost feel feral. “Come for me, baby, God, I need to feel you come,” I rasp, my voice rattling with hot vulnerability. My words are dirty, but express the truth at the core of my being; I need to feel her love for me. I need to feel her come undone for me.

      My climax threatens to strangle me, tamping down all nonessential thoughts. My thumb falls to her clit, sticky from her arousal, and I drive my hips toward her more urgently as I stroke her. Her thighs tremble against me, and I know she’s there.

      Ready to let go.

      Ready to burst at the seams and come apart for me, let me watch her unravel beautifully like a ribbon tossed around by a heavy wind. Then wait for me to collect her loose threads and stitch her back together.

      She rides out her orgasm—grinding her soft, plump ass against me—clenching around my cock with each roll of her hips. Her spine ripples with pleasure before she collapses onto her forearms, panting, gasping for breath.

      I wrap my arms around her, and I find her lips. We share a breathy kiss as I still, my cock flexing in finality, giving up the fight because of the way she comes so fast for me, every time, even still.

      I let a moan slip free, clutching her breasts, yanking her body to mine, my cock pounding cum deep inside of her in unrelenting pulses.

      She whimpers, and I kiss along the gentle slope of her neck. She moans and stills. I drag my tongue up her skin, tipping her over the edge again.

      Her pussy seizes up, clenching and flexing, torquing around me. The sight of her white knuckles gripping the top of the dryer as she leans forward again, the sound of her ragged breaths begging me to fuck her harder, the softness of her pussy all around my cock—she explodes again. I love how she comes again with me. I grit my teeth as she seizes around me, prolonging my orgasm and taking everything I have, whimpering in delight as she does.

      I lick my upper lip, finding it salty with sweat. Reaching down, I grip myself by the base while sliding out. She releases her grip and folds her arms together over the dryer, leaning forward to rest there until I clean her up.

      I always clean her up.

      I wish I could get her dirtier, but I push that thought down as I’m dragging a beach towel up her inner thighs, kissing her as I clean.  I zip up and help her get dressed. My chest expands with pride at the way her small hand uses my shoulder to steady herself as she steps back into her skirt as I hold it open for her.

      I rise, and we seal the moment with a kiss, her hand cupping my softening cock over the denim. “Come on. Let’s go see if there’s any pizza left.”

      She finds my hand, then waffles our fingers together, and it never ceases to make my chest buzz a little. I trail after her to the kitchen, where we sit with the boys and dig into the cooled pizza. Her foot slides up my pant leg beneath the table, and I send a private wink to her over the grease-stained boxes.

      Life is perfect. Everything I need is at this table.

      I do not need more.

      So why do I repeat that to myself more often than I’d like to admit?
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      JES

      
        
        I’ve never been happier, and that’s all that matters.

      

      

      “I’m done with my banana,” Des announces proudly. As I reach back, doing the driver’s seat one arm crab grab, a limp peel smacks the back of my arm.

      “Des, I had my hand out, buddy,” I sigh, still keeping my eyes laser focused on the drop-off line. It’s cut throat out here, no one using blinkers, everyone feeling more important than everyone else. You can get stuck in this line until after the bell if you aren’t on your toes. Letting the peel slide off the back of my arm and plunk against the floorboard, I curve the wheel, settling my SUV to the curb.

      Finally, I exhale.

      “Okay, guys. Get your things,” I say, lifting the gear shift to park. I turn in my seat, collecting the banana peel for the trash, and point to the water bottles about to be abandoned in the seat. “Don’t forget your waters!”

      Des grabs both, handing one to Lex who is already impatiently waiting on the curb. His copper hair shines in the early morning light, reminding me so much of myself at his age. Laws has a full head of dark hair, and yet our boys sport the same hue as me. I smooth my fingers through my tresses, using the elastic from my wrist to drag it into a ponytail.

      Lex slams the door and they head toward campus. I linger along the curb a moment until they’re behind the school gate, then head to my spin class.

      Some days, driving my white SUV to spin class then going home for a latte and reading feels surreal.

      I’m a housewife.

      I never thought I would be. I mean, I knew I’d own a home and I’d always hoped I’d be a wife. But smashing those two together to create the title of housewife is strange. It almost feels as if, with that title, you’re less important than those who work outside the home. That, because you get slices of freedom and downtime throughout the day when most people are otherwise working, you must have it easy.

      The truth is, being a housewife is hard work.

      Another truth? I actually really love it. Like, for real. Not convincing myself I love it because it’s what I do, or projecting that it’s what I want because I feel ungrateful if I don’t.

      I actually love it. I love expressing my love through care.

      I read that love language book a couple of years after I had Des. I’d been in this strange headspace where I felt immense guilt for no longer having dreams outside my family. I felt like the worst woman and mom. How could I set a great example for my boys to live their best lives when my aspirations start and end in the same place I wake each day?

      I realized, after reading The 5 Love Languages, that I’m fulfilled by acts of service for those I love. And that fulfillment is so rewarding, it’s all I seek. I adore taking care of my husband and my sons. I treasure the time I spend running our home, planning meals, packing lunches, researching cleaning products, changing sheets, hanging ornaments, changing wreaths for the season—all of it, I love it.

      I’m creating a life for my family that they’ll always look back on fondly, and cherish their memories. To me that’s far more important than chasing a dream to have my own business. Especially when that dream was made before I discovered what truly made me happy, which is… my guys.

      Guilt and expectation no longer gnaw at me as I park in the spin gym parking lot. I’m comfortable in my happiness, and no longer embarrassed by how fulfilled I am in this life. This life has value and meaning, and people can naysay stay-at-home parents all they want, but I no longer worry about what anyone else thinks.

      I’ve never been happier, and that’s all that matters.

      “We should’ve gotten breakfast,” my friend Penny greets as I approach, falling into her open arms. “If Cas not being here isn’t a sign that we should’ve gotten mimosas and eggs Benedict over spin, I don’t know what is.”

      From her side, Ruthie reaches out her arms, and we hug. “Morning, Jes,” she greets through a yawn.

      “Morning ladies. And we’re already here, I’m sure Cas is in there, just… on the phone or something,” I say, cupping my hands to the glass, peering inside. “Ah!” From the back of the studio, Cas, the owner, traipses across the hardwood, weaving in and out of rows of black cycling bikes. “She’s coming.”

      Penny gathers her dark hair, wrapping a satin scrunchie around the heap. She rubs sleep from her eyes, then yawns. “Fine, we’re here. I’m in.”

      “Sorry, ladies, I was on the phone,” Cas sighs, keeping the door pinned open with her hip as we filter through.

      I wave an arm over my head as I drop my water bottle into the cupholder of the bike nearest me. “No worries. Though these two were trying to get me to bail and get mimosas and breakfast instead.”

      Cas fidgets with a black remote until music pours out of the speakers, flooding the cool, moderately empty space with life. “Well,” she says, grabbing an Expo marker from the trough below the whiteboard on the wall. “I’m not gonna lie, you may wanna do that after. This workout is intense today.”

      Ruthie and Penny saddle up on bikes near me. “Tad being an asshole and you’re taking it out on us?” Ruthie questions knowingly, running a hand through her cropped short hair.

      Cas volleys her head. “It’s less of a Tad thing, more of a me thing. But yeah, that was Tad and yes… we’re… disagreeing,” she says carefully, knowing that Ruthie remembers everything and has no problem reminding her of all the times she’s been angry with her partner.

      “Oh, shoot, I need my water,” Cas declares, sliding off her bike, jogging back to the small private office in the corner of the studio.

      Penny tugs at her ponytail, shooting Ruthie a knowing glare. “Tad,” she harrumphs.

      I stifle a giggle. They always tease Cas for dating a guy named Tad. The name supplies so many jokes. “Is he impotent?” “Just a Tad.” “Can he give you an orgasm?” “Just a Tad.” “Does he know where the g-spot is?” You get the idea.

      “Tad,” I retort, quietly, teasingly. But then I’m met with a pointed gaze from my two friends.

      “Hey now, it’s less funny when you tease because you’ve got Laws. The perfect man,” Penny says, warming up her legs with a few slow revolutions.

      Ruthie grips the handles and starts to warm up, too, as Cas appears, bottle to her mouth. “Cas, we’re just giving Jes a hard time about being sickeningly happy with her king of a husband.”

      Cas drops her water in the cupholder as more women filter through the door, nodding their arrival at her as they find bikes. “Laws?” She shimmies her shoulders as if she’s sunk into a warm bath and not perched atop an exercise machine from hell. “Does he have a brother?” she asks playfully.

      I slide off the bike, adjusting the seat, and get back on. “He does, but he’s married, too.”

      Cas does an over embellished snap. “Damn. Well, if you ever want a third.” She wiggles her eyebrows suggestively, and the three of us laugh.

      “Poor Tad,” Penny adds. “He must really suck in bed if you’d rather be a side piece to a couple married for fifteen years than the main event for him.”

      “Twelve years married, fourteen together, and sorry, Cas, we’re happy as a monogamous married couple,” I tell Cas as I take my final sip of water before the descent to hell. “I think a third would be too wild for us.”

      Ruthie rolls the tension from her neck, eyeing me. “No crazy sex in the Briggs household then? Laws is a boring king, huh? All that muscle—what a waste.”

      My cheeks flame as Cas lifts a hand in the air, commanding the attention of the other riders in class. The girls always tease me about having the perfect marriage, because I’ve never been one to complain about Laws. The truth is… I just don’t have much to complain about.

      Sure, we bicker sometimes and we’ve even fought. Not much but a handful of times. But all in all, I married the right man. I love him more now than I did all those years ago. I was a twenty-two year old college graduate looking to move on from college boys, and he was a thirty-one year old self assured, rugged, sexy-as-hell man, who knew what he wanted and how to make a woman feel like a woman. He made me feel like the center of his universe. Safe and secure. I fell for him hard back then, and two years after we met, we were married.

      But I do love him more now. “I didn’t say he was boring,” I say, my breath quickening as the workout begins. “But I think sexually, neither of us has any complaints. Tad’s just gonna have to step it up.”

      A second later, Cas kicks up the workout. We’re rendered incapable of doing anything but gasp for air, shake sweat off our heads like dogs coming out of a pool, and pedal, pedal, pedal.

      Forty-five painstaking minutes later, my ass and thighs are Jell-o, but I’m headed back to my car riding the post-workout endorphin high.

      I slide into the driver’s seat and start my car, peeking at my phone before I pull out.

      
        
          
            
              
        Laws

      

      
        Have a good spin class. Love you baby.

      

      

      

      

      

      A smile curls my lips, causing my heart to thrum with a stuttered, heavy beating. I grin down at my phone, feeling like maybe the girls are right. I am blissfully happy.

      I’m happy to be so happy.
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      LAWS

      
        
        Jes and my secret.

      

      

      Rough and ribbed, I tug the loose end again, watching the fibers seal together as the knot tightens. Taking the opposing free end, I run it through the center of the loop before it’s too taut. Another tug, and the knot’s complete.

      I trace the curves and edges of it with my fingertips which are permanently calloused from the trade. It doesn’t matter how many times I do it, the feeling of tying a solid knot never fails to thrill me. To give me that little hit of adrenaline, that flash of accomplishment, a small raw roar of internal power.

      Despite the fact I’ve got several guys scattered around my desk, I stare down at the Blake’s Hitch knot in my hands, and I get hard. There’s beauty in a knot. A simplicity that fascinates me, how they bind, restrict and tether you.

      Resting my elbows on my desk, I look up at the guys waiting. “This is the knot you’re going to use to climb it. Once you’re at the top, you guys know what to do. Just make sure you’re using this rope. The Samson ½” rigging rope takes a splice, loops through the pulleys, and can withstand what you’re doing.” I toss the knotted example onto the desk, and it’s snatched up by one of the new guys.

      Tying knots isn’t complicated. Not if you take the time to learn what each is meant to do. Once you understand how the knot serves your task, achieving it is easy.

      Today, the guys are heading out to a park in a neighboring county to pull out some trees, making space for a playground. Most of the time, we don’t do a lot of rigging jobs that aren’t in preparation for a greenhouse being built. But we never say no to readying a space meant for kids.

      My foreman Greg nods, tugging his sweat stained Bass Pro Shops hat down over his sweaty dark hair. “I’ll teach ‘em,” he gruffs out, opening his arms in an attempt to motion the other guys out of my office.

      “A word before you head out,” I say as Greg nears the threshold of my office door. He closes it, and stands backed up against it as I tuck myself further beneath my desk.

      “Don’t let the newbie wear his gloves today. He’s gotta get used to it at some point,” I tell Greg as I shove a hand through my hair, my work-hardened fingertips grating my scalp. That’s what the newbie needs to do—toughen up his hands. “You know how it goes. He’s gotta get the first set of blisters over with, then it’s all callus.”

      Greg snorts, and I know the exact memory he’s recalling. The new guy has been wearing gloves the last few months. Rope work is rough on your flesh—palms aren’t meant to handle and haul rough fibers all day. You have to harden your skin to it. There’s a certain amount of pain to withstand in the process, but once you’re past it, you’re home free.

      If gloves weren’t actually more dangerous, I’d let him keep them. But last week when the guys were removing the remnants of an oak tree from the elementary school fenceline, the newbie’s gloves got caught up in the line; one panicked screech later, the poor guy thought he was going to be pulled under the rope and severed in half.

      The guys have been reminding the newbie of his wailing every moment they can.

      “Got it. No more gloves. Anything else?” Greg asks, reaching for a can of dip from his chest pocket.

      “Graham’s got a project over at the college in two weeks. Once we finish the playground in Oakcreek, you guys will be back in Willowdale getting it set up. It’s for the students,” I tell him. Greg’s my foreman—he keeps the guys scheduled and the crews on task. He also does a lot of the really hard work.

      When my younger brother Graham started AgTech and I started AgDev, we shared Greg. He helped Graham revise his vision for spacious but affordable and effective greenhouses, and he helped me learn how to best build them in the least amount of time using the most effective hands.

      I tip my head to Greg as he heads out to the job, and wonder if he ever is surprised that fourteen years later, we’re still working together and really thriving. Bursting at the goddamn seams with growth.

      “Thanks, man,” I tell him as he dips out, giving me a single wave of acknowledgement before closing the door. He loves being outside, he loves the sun on his skin—he really does just fucking enjoy this work. And somehow my brother and I were the lucky fuckers who stumbled on him all those years ago.

      Alone again, I look down at the remaining scrap of hollow braided rigging rope on my desk. A familiar energy courses through my fingers as I reach for it. What I feel in my chest as I knot the nodular length is something that I’ve only ever privately described as primal.

      With the rope twining through my fingers, my biceps flex in reaction to the way I torque the ends, how rough it feels against my skin after all these years—goosebumps spread across the back of my neck in a torrent of chills.

      My pulse quickens, and my lips even tingle a little too, the way they do when I’m about to taste Jes in one of my favorite places.

      I’ve always loved working with ropes. It just so happens that arbor rigging goes arm-in-arm with ground preparation for greenhouse builds.

      I don’t know what came first. My love for discovering, tying and tightening ropes or the other thing.

      My dark secret.

      The ravenous, fierce and completely aggressive need buried deep inside my bones. The one I smother on a near daily basis, and let out rarely. And when I do let him show his face, it’s only to me. In private. Alone. Never to be seen or experienced by another living soul.

      Either way, my affinity for knots and my dark, primal desires, they go hand-in-hand in my fantasies. They live together in harmony a few moments a month, when I feed the monster a few crumbs to keep him at bay. Where I imagine putting my love of binding, tying and knotting to use, enacting some primal, borderline immoral act on… her.

      “Laws?” Greg pops back in, and the fantasy gets kicked back down to lurk in my subconscious. I shouldn’t have even been thinking of it here at work.

      “What’s up?” I ask, closing my laptop in an effort to appear as if I’d been working the last few minutes since he walked out.

      Greg taps the door frame before pointing toward me. “Think you can come by the house  and grab Harley for Scouts tonight?” He takes a few steps back, but remains in the hall. That’s for his benefit, not mine. Greg’s been going through a divorce and in the last week, they’ve officially made the split to live on their own. His kids have been staying with his soon to be ex-wife, and I know he’s struggling.

      If he steps in this office and I offer a haven of safety, where walls can come down and he can share—he’ll break. If I thought breaking was something he needed, I’d let him. But that’s not how Greg rolls. Known the man for many years. He needs me to be his spine, so I am.

      “Sure. How about I drop him off after, swing by your new place and we have a beer?” I ask while simultaneously calculating what time that would put me home with Jes.

      Something no one tells you about your forties is how much mental math you’ll be doing. How long do I have to be here before I can go home? How much time do I need to put in with my friends without it coming across as the bare minimum? How long can the door stay locked before the kids get bored? Everything is a private calculation in which all I’m trying to solve is how quickly I can get home.

      To her.

      Greg tips up his worn hat, scratching at the bits of dark hair that topple out, over his forehead. “Don’t gotta do that,” he offers, but the way he keeps his eyes pinned to his toes out of necessity, tells me I do indeed gotta take him out.

      Reaching into the open drawer near me, I snatch another Briggs AgTech cap and toss it to him. “That thing,” I say, nodding up to his weathered hat, “needs replacing.”

      He makes the swap, reluctance keeping the old hat pinned between his hands as he arches the bill. “Thanks,” he says, still laser focused on the item between his hands. “And thanks for grabbing Harley tonight. You know, I’m just trying to give Addie her space and movers are coming so she can’t leave.”

      “No problem.”

      “I don’t want Harls missing Scouts for divorce shit. Therapist says we keep the kids on their schedule as much as possible,” he adds, and I think it’s more to remind himself of why he isn’t picking up his son tonight, but I nod along, like it’s for me.

      “Sounds smart. Good plan. Tell Harley the boys and I will grab him a little after five, okay?”

      He nods and we share one more look, and I try my best to say all the things I shouldn’t verbalize. It’s fine, I got you. It’s going to be okay. Instead, I remind him of our drink. “I’ll drop him back off close to seven and come your way and grab you, okay?”

      Another solemn nod. “Sounds good. Thanks, Laws.”

      He disappears and as I rise to call it a day, my brother saunters in. He comes by a lot since his office building is directly next to mine. I mean, if he’s manufacturing greenhouses and I’m building them, having our head offices side-by-side makes sense.

      “Ten after four and you’re already sneaking out.” Graham shakes his head, a stupid little smirk on his lips. He flops down in the seat across from my desk. Folding my arms over my chest, I stare down at him.

      “And you’re here, which means you aren’t working either,” I deadpan. Doesn’t matter if I’m forty-four and he’s thirty-nine. The continual ribbing has only grown finer with age, like only a decent bottle of wine and sibling banter does.

      He stacks his boots on the edge of my desk, looking at me with nearly the same face as mine. Growing up, everyone always asked us if we were twins. As adults, we don’t get that as often, but I understand it. We both have the same dark hair, usually cut short. We both favor a clean shave versus stubble or a beard. And despite the fact I have a few years on him, we stand six feet four inches tall, our broad shoulders setting the stage for the rest of our physiques, which display all the signs of men who’ve worked hard their entire lives.

      “What do you want? The boys have Scouts today, so I need to get outta here.” The truth is, I have some time. In fact, I’d only planned to leave this early to snag a few minutes alone with Jes before I’m gone for the evening. I think of her little purple workout pants she had on this morning, and the fabric hair-tie thing she wears on her wrist. How I’d love to shove that thing in her mouth to quiet her cries as I tear those pants down and shove my way inside her.

      I swallow, the thought feeling even more wrong while sitting across from my brother.

      “Mae wants a baby.”

      The lust filled haze of my secret desires lifts, and my energy shifts to focus on his words. “Yeah?” I ask, tempering my excitement in case my brother isn't ready. He and his wife Mae have been married seven years. She’s younger than him, only just now reaching thirty. “And does Graham want a baby?”

      His lips twitch as he considers the question, definitely more just to put me on as he’s clearly come here with news. News beyond a thirty-year-old woman who’s on her way to ten years of marriage wanting a child. Because that’s not news. If he’s surprised that her biological clock was likely to start ticking sooner or later, then he’s not as smart as I gave him credit for.

      “I think I’m ready,” he draws out, holding my eyes. Though his lips show a memory of a smile, I realize he’s here for a go-ahead. He wants me to tell him that becoming a father will not derail his sex life—because I’m fairly certain that’s the singular thing keeping him from having kids.

      I say nothing but hold his gaze, my eyebrows pinned to my hairline as I wait. I know Graham. For some fucking reason, my eyes are his magic eight ball. He finds answers in me, in my responses—that’s why I hold my expression and wait.

      A moment passes, his fingers curl against the wooden arms of the chair then, he’s on his feet. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

      I clap a hand on his shoulder, giving him a squeeze. “You’re ready. You’ve been ready for a while, you were just too self-absorbed to realize it.”

      He snorts, as if him being the baby of the family hasn’t immediately assigned him the role of needy attention whore between the two of us. Mom always babied him. And when dad pops in on us from time to time, he always pokes around Graham a little extra.

      I don’t mind. However, it drives Graham crazy.

      “Mae’s been ready, but not me.” He grins. “Until now.”

      “What’s changed?” I ask, knowing full well that Mae’s been wanting to have children for quite some time. I know because the wife chain makes it impossible for me not to know—Mae tells Jes, and at night when we’re reading our respective books or zoning out to some ridiculous news program, she recounts her day to me.

      It’s one of my favorite parts of the day. Listening to what happened, where she went, how
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