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By Riley Storm

The pipe under the master bathroom sink had been leaking for three days. Just a slow, persistent drip—the kind you could ignore if you turned the faucet on loud enough. Evelyn pressed her thumb into the damp particle board beneath the pipe, watching the moisture bead under her skin. She wiped her hand on her linen pants, leaving a faint smudge.

Her phone buzzed on the marble countertop. A text from Martin: Can’t it wait? I’ve got back-to-back meetings. She didn’t bother typing a response. Instead, she tapped the screen to pull up his location—still at the office, supposedly. But he’d turned off sharing last week after she’d “overreacted” to him being at a hotel bar at midnight.

Downstairs, the house was silent except for the hum of the refrigerator. Evelyn poured herself a glass of chardonnay, the bottle already half-empty. She traced the rim with her finger, thinking about the last time Martin had touched her. Two months ago? Three? His hands had been impatient, like he was ticking off a chore.

She texted him again—What time will you be home?—knowing the answer before it came. His reply was immediate: Late. Don’t wait up. The wine turned bitter on her tongue. She imagined him loosening his tie in some dimly lit hotel room, his secretary’s manicured fingers already working on his belt buckle. The thought should have made her furious. Instead, she felt something darker, hotter.

Her fingers flew over her phone’s screen, pulling up local plumbers. Most had slick websites with smiling technicians in branded polo shirts. Then she found it: Hale Handyman Services. The listing was sparse—just a phone number and a grainy photo of a man in a tight t-shirt, his arms roped with muscle. She called before she could second-guess herself.

The voice that answered was deep, roughened by cigarettes or late nights. "Hale." That was all. No how can I help you, no fake cheer. Just his name, like a challenge. Evelyn’s breath hitched. She could picture him—broad shoulders, calloused hands, the kind of man who’d look at a leaking pipe and fix it without complaint. "I have a... plumbing issue," she said, hearing the hesitation in her own voice. There was a pause on the line, long enough that she wondered if he’d hung up. Then: "Address." Not a question. A demand.

She gave it to him, her fingers tightening around the wine glass. "It’s the Kingswood subdivision," she added, as if he wouldn’t recognize the name—the kind of place where women like her lunched on salads and men like him came in through the service entrance. He grunted. "Yeah, I know it." There was something in his tone, a knowing edge that made her cheeks heat. He didn’t say ma’am. Didn’t apologize for his schedule. Just told her he’d be there by six, maybe seven, depending on traffic. "Unless you want to pay the emergency fee," he added, and she could almost hear the smirk.

Evelyn hung up without saying goodbye, her pulse fluttering. Rude. Arrogant. Exactly the kind of man Martin pretended to be in boardrooms but wasn’t. She drained her wine, the alcohol a slow burn down her throat. The house felt too big suddenly, too quiet. She wandered to the bedroom, eyeing the rumpled side of the bed where Martin hadn’t slept in days. The damp cabinet under the sink gaped open, a dark mouth. She kicked it shut.

By five-thirty, she was in the shower, scrubbing her skin until it pinkened. She told herself it was just to wash off the day’s humidity. But when she stepped out, she reached for the lingerie she hadn’t worn in months—black lace, the kind that clung. Just in case. The doorbell rang at six-fifteen, sharp. Evelyn hesitated, then dabbed perfume behind her ears. The kind Martin had bought her and never noticed. She took her time walking downstairs, the click of her heels too loud in the empty house. Through the peephole, she saw him: shoulders straining his shirt, a tool belt slung low on his hips. Waiting. Not impatient. Just sure.
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