
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Clogged Pipes

        

        
        
          Men at Work, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Gregory Kellso

        

        
          Published by White Swallow Books, 2025.

        

    


Ethan woke up with a hangover that felt like a truck had parked on his skull, like his brain had been flattened by a dump truck, then backed over just to make sure. The sunlight stabbing through the blinds felt cruel, spotlighting the heap of crumpled clothes he’d peeled off before collapsing into bed. His mouth tasted like ashtray soda—which made perfect sense, since an empty Coke can sat on the floor with cigarette butts floating inside like some trashy cocktail.

His phone wouldn’t shut up. Notifications buzzed in waves—blurry, drunken selfies of his friends still celebrating what should have been his last summer before college. But it wasn’t. Not for him. One bad grade had chained him to summer school, and last night’s escape only made things worse.

From the kitchen came the sound of his mother pacing—sharp footsteps, cabinet doors slamming hard enough to rattle glass. She’d already warned him after the last party—curfew blown, neighbors complaining—that one more screw-up would be it. This morning, she was past “it.” He didn’t need to see her face to know it was twisted with fury and disappointment.

When she finally stormed into his room, it was like a one-woman SWAT raid. Her voice was low but sharp, slicing right through his hangover.

“You’re not leaving this house. Not today, not next week—try a year, Ethan. A year. You think I’m bluffing? Go ahead. Prove me wrong.”

He tried to laugh, to shrug it off as another empty threat. But the look in her eyes—cold, hard, like she’d already buried him six feet under and was just waiting for the dirt to settle—told him she meant every word.

And then she twisted the knife: “The plumber’s coming this afternoon. The toilet in the master bathroom is leaking again, and you’ll be here to let him in. Since you’ve got nowhere better to be, you can sit tight and wait.”

Ethan groaned, sinking deeper into his mattress. A prison sentence. His whole summer stolen, capped with his very first “job”: babysitting a plumber.

By noon, his mother was in full dictator mode. She forced him out of bed, firing little jabs as she crossed the kitchen: “Maybe if you’d spent more time on schoolwork instead of being an idiot, you’d be packing for college right now.”
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