
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Big Black Plumber

By Jane Snow


The blue light of the television cast shifting shadows across our living room. On the screen, a couple, bathed in the unrealistic glow of a cinematic sunset, moved towards a passionate embrace. It was the kind of scene designed to stir something, the kind that, maybe a few years ago, might have earned a suggestive nudge from me, a shared smile with Nathan. Tonight, though, it just played out, another flickering image failing to connect.

I risked a glance at Nathan beside me on the sofa. His eyes were on the screen, but his focus seemed miles away, his jaw slack with a boredom that mirrored my own. That familiar, quiet ache bloomed in my chest. We sat close, our shoulders nearly touching on the sofa we’d bought with such optimism right after the wedding, yet the space between us felt vast.

Five years. It seemed impossible that five years had passed since we'd stood opposite each other, voices thick with emotion, promising a forever that felt so tangible, so electric. Back then, a shared look across a crowded room was enough to send a current between us. Now, even Hollywood's best attempt at romance couldn't seem to light a spark. The fire, the easy intimacy, the feeling of being utterly seen and desired... it hadn't vanished overnight, but slowly, almost imperceptibly, it had dimmed, leaving us here, quiet spectators to a love story that wasn't our own.

The silence stretched between us, punctuated only by the movie's swelling orchestral score during another supposedly poignant moment. I couldn't stand it anymore; the quiet felt heavier than usual tonight, pressing down on me. Clearing my throat softly, I broke the stillness, my voice sounding unnaturally loud. 

"Do you remember," I began, turning slightly towards him, "when we first watched that old black and white film festival downtown? The one where it rained so hard afterwards, and we ran laughing all the way back to the car?" I hoped a shared memory, something uniquely ours, could act as a bridge across the distance I felt so acutely.

Nathan blinked, pulling his gaze from the screen slowly, as if surfacing from deep water. "Hmm?" He looked at me, but his eyes didn't quite focus, still half-lost in the fabricated world on the television. 

"Oh. Yeah, vaguely. My shoes got soaked." He offered a faint, fleeting smile, a ghost of the expression I used to adore, before his attention inevitably drifted back to the brightly lit faces on the screen. The bridge I’d tried to build crumbled before it was even halfway across.

"Right," I said, the single word feeling flat and inadequate. I struggled to keep the sharp edge of disappointment from my voice. The drone of the movie’s dialogue filled the space again. I shifted on the cushions, turning more fully towards him, tucking one leg beneath me. 

"How was your day, anyway? You seemed pretty stressed when you got home." It was a standard question, part of our daily routine, but tonight I infused it with a hope, however small, that it might lead somewhere different. Anywhere different than this quiet stagnation.

He sighed then, running a hand through his dark hair – a familiar gesture that signaled fatigue or frustration, often both. "Just... typical work stuff." His voice was muffled by the hand still near his face. 

"Peterson's riding everyone about the quarterly reports, the deadline's breathing down our necks. Nothing new, really." He kept his eyes fixed forward, reciting the lines I felt I’d heard countless times before. It felt less like an explanation and more like a pre-recorded message, a convenient shield deflecting anything that required real engagement.

"Right," I repeated softly, the conversation stalling just as I feared it would. The sofa suddenly felt too big, the space between us too charged with unspoken things. I hesitated, gathering my nerve, then pushed gently, carefully choosing my words. 

"It just feels like... we haven't really talked much lately. You know? Properly talked." I tried to keep my tone light, almost casual, but the words hung there anyway, heavy with the weight of everything left unsaid between us. I watched his profile intently, searching for any flicker of acknowledgement, any sign that he felt this hollowness too.

Nathan finally turned his head fully towards me then, a slight frown creasing his brow, making him look older than his thirty-two years. "We're talking now, aren't we?" His tone wasn't unkind, just... weary. Resigned, almost, as if questioning the very point of the effort. "Ally, I'm just beat. Long day." 

He reached over and gave my knee a couple of quick, absentminded pats. It was a gesture that might have once felt comforting, possessive even, but now it landed like a punctuation mark, a signal that the subject was closed. His gaze slid back to the flickering screen, seeking refuge in the uncomplicated drama unfolding there. The silence returned, thicker this time, settling over us like a shroud, leaving my unspoken words lodged painfully in my throat.

The movie droned on, background noise now, completely ignored. The silence wasn't just quiet; it felt like a heavy, suffocating blanket threatening to smother what little warmth remained between us. My attempt at conversation had crashed and burned spectacularly, leaving behind the bitter aftertaste of failure and unspoken frustration. What was I supposed to do now? Just sit here? Let this chasm widen night after night until we couldn't even see each other across it? The thought sent a fresh wave of that familiar ache through my chest. Words weren't working. Maybe... maybe touch could succeed where language had failed.

It felt incredibly risky, laying myself bare in a different way. Vulnerable. What if he pulled away? What if he met my touch with the same weary indifference he'd met my words? The potential rejection stung even before it happened. But the alternative – doing nothing, just accepting this slow drift into apathy – felt infinitely worse, like conceding defeat. We used to be electric, unable to keep our hands off each other even in mundane moments. Surely, surely a spark, even a tiny ember, still remained beneath the ashes of routine and exhaustion. I had to try. It felt like the only path left.

Taking a slow, steadying breath that did little to calm the frantic fluttering in my chest, I shifted on the sofa cushions. I closed the small gap that had felt like miles between us only moments before, letting my knee press intentionally against the denim covering his thigh. He didn't react, didn't even flicker his gaze from the screen. 

Slowly, deliberately, heart hammering against my ribs like a frantic bird trapped in a cage, I lifted my hand. I hesitated for only a fraction of a second, then rested my palm lightly, tentatively, on his forearm, just above his wrist where his pulse usually beat strong and steady. His skin felt warm beneath my touch, solid and real.

It was such a simple gesture, yet it felt monumental, fraught with unspoken questions. Are you still there, Nathan? Do you feel this? Remember us? I kept my touch light at first, letting it linger, a silent inquiry rather than a demand. I focused on the sensation of his skin against mine, the fine dusting of dark hair on his arm, trying desperately to pour all the longing, all the complex tangle of love and frustration and desperate need for connection, through my fingertips. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched his profile, searching, praying for some sign, any sign, that he wasn't completely lost to me, wasn't already gone.

When he didn't immediately pull away, didn't flinch or shift his arm, a tiny, fragile flicker of hope ignited within the tightness of my chest. I grew bolder. I let my fingers trail upwards, slowly, deliberately mapping the lean, familiar muscle of his forearm, tracing the faint blue lines of veins beneath his skin. My touch became firmer, a slow, deliberate caress intended to awaken, to remind him of the fire, the urgency, the sheer need we used to share so effortlessly. I slid my hand higher, over the strong curve of his bicep, my thumb brushing against the soft cotton of his t-shirt sleeve right near his shoulder.

Then, angling myself closer still, practically molding my side against his warmth, I brought my other hand up. My fingers, trembling slightly now despite my resolve, tangled gently in the short, soft hair at the nape of his neck – a spot I knew intimately, a place where the lightest touch used to make him inhale sharply, used to send delicious shivers racing down his spine. I leaned in, my lips hovering mere inches from his ear, the warm, clean scent of his skin – that familiar, intoxicating scent that was purely Nathan, the scent that used to unravel me completely – filling my senses and stealing what little breath I had left. I waited, suspended in that charged moment, unsure if I was reigniting a flame or playing with matches in the dark.
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