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​Chapter One: An Unhappy Husband
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“Hey,” Melissa says to me as I walk through the front door of our small apartment.  “How was work?”

I lay my keys on a table near the door and look at my wife.  “It was okay,” I say as I rub the short stubble on my face.  “Could have been better, but I guess it was just fine.”  Walking over to where Melissa is sitting on the sofa, I sit down beside her.

“Have you had anything to eat yet?”  My wife doesn’t look at me but looks down at her cell phone as she replies to a text message she has gotten from someone in her long list of friends and acquaintances.  

“No,” I answer plainly.  “Have you?”

“No.”  Melissa still doesn’t look at me but continues to text on her phone.  “Do you want to go get something to eat?”

I shrug my shoulders as I ask her, “Did you work today?”  Now I appear to have my wife’s attention as she turns to look at me.  “Did you substitute?”

“Yeah, I substituted, Thomas.”  She shoots me a look that tells me how perturbed she is that I have asked.  “A whole day this time.”

“Good.”  I sit back on the sofa and lay my head back.  “We could maybe get something from the burger place down on the corner.”

Melissa huffs a little as she sits back as well.  “I’m tired of eating at that place.  Can’t we go somewhere nice, Thomas?”

I look over at my wife.  “We really can’t afford to be too extravagant right now, honey.  Remember, you don’t have a full-time job right now and our finances are a little tight.  So, we have to hit the lower cost restaurants until things get better.”

“We could use a credit card, honey.  Just this once.”  Watching my wife’s blue eyes as they lock onto mine causes me to almost melt at the thought of doing anything to make Melissa happy, but then I remember how she has resisted me at almost every turn in trying to get her a better job somewhere else. 

“Our cards are almost maxed out as it is, sweetheart.”  I shake my head as I turn back toward the dark television on the mantle.  “We have overspent and underearned for far too long.  Until you get something more permanent, we are just stuck in this rut.”

“Dammit, Tommy.”  Melissa likes to call me Tommy whenever she strongly disagrees with me about something.  I think in her mind it makes me out to be some sort of childish asshole, though nothing could be further from the truth.  I really could not care less what she calls me so long as she tries to get a better job.  “I like being a substitute teacher.  Those little kids love me too.”

“I know,” I reply as I try to lend a small measure of understanding to the conversation.  “But it doesn’t pay the bills very well when you only work one, two, or three days each week.  You need to be gainfully employed full-time for us to live more comfortably.”

“Like you?”  I don’t turn to look at my wife, but I can feel her eyes staring intensely at me from the side.  “Your job and that pay sucks pretty hard too, Thomas.”

I nod.  “You’re right, Mel.  It sucks hard.  Even so, it’s full-time and it pays a lot better than what you are doing right now.  If you happen to get a job where you are making more than me while working as little as you do, then I will stop pestering you about finding something with more hours.  However, I don’t think you are going to be able to do very well with just ten or twenty hours per week.  You need more hours.  You need a real job.”

Melissa gets up quickly from her seat and stands right in front of me so that I have no choice but to look her in the eyes.  “You don’t value me as a person or as your wife, Thomas.  You never have.”

I grimace as I prepare for the same argument that we have had at least ten times over the last few months.  “You know that is not true, Mel.”

“It’s very true.  You don’t think of me as an equal in this marriage, and I am getting tired of being overlooked for my contributions.” 

“Contributions?  Melissa, I love you and I adore you, but the fact is the bills are piling up.  We can only make the minimum payments on the credit cards, we are a month behind on the car payment, and I’m not even certain that I can make the rent on time.  Do you realize that if I don’t get the rent payment to Mrs. Sanders in three days that we will be late for the third time in a row?  How many times do you think she is going to allow us to do that sort of thing?  We need more money, and I am already working forty or fifty hours per week.  All I am asking is that you look for something that gets a little closer to my contribution to this household, that’s all.  Even if it’s not a full forty hours, it would not be all that hard to find a job making more per hour that want you do right now as a substitute teacher.”  I realize that my voice has raised a little, so I take a breath to bring things back down.  “You shouldn’t take it so personally, honey.  I’m not saying that you are not valuable.  I’m only saying that you need to be doing something other than substitute teaching.”  

Tears come to my wife’s eyes as she continues to look down at me.  As usual, I have touched a nerve with her, and I do feel terribly for doing so.  Something in me resents that Melissa doesn’t want to get a better job, even if that includes working full-time at a daycare or as a paraprofessional in the school district.  I’m flexible to whatever she might want to do, but I can’t stand the idea that last week she only put in one day of work and sat around the apartment the rest of the time.  Jobs have been offered to her from those we know, but she politely turns them down every time.  Why?  She claims because she would miss the kids.  How does that work if she hardly ever sees the same classroom of students more than once in any one-month period?  

“You fucking male chauvinist asshole.”  

“Oh, great.  So, I’m a chauvinist for wanting you to have a better job?”

“You don’t value me at all, Thomas.  You never have, and I doubt that you ever will.  I’m tired of you constantly trying to change me.”

I get up from the sofa now, angry with the way this conversation has replayed between us so often.  From experience, I know that if this argument continues for much longer, I will end up saying something hurtful and Melissa will run to the bedroom, locking the door behind her.  Then, she will spend the next two hours crying and talking to her mother on the phone.  Her fucking mother.  I can’t stand the woman, and I definitely do not want that woman involved in our marital issues.  “Just forget I said anything about it,” I tell her as I turn and walk toward the kitchen.  “Keep substitute teaching.  It’s fine.”  

Melissa follows me to the kitchen and stares at me quietly as I get a glass from the cabinet.  While getting some water from the sink tap, I can see out of the corner of my eye that she is trying to figure out just how to respond.  There has not been a single time before that I have given up so quickly and just conceded victory to my wife.  This has apparently thrown off her line of thought, and now Melissa must reassess how to respond.  It doesn’t take her long to say something, though, as I take my second sip of water.  “So, just like that, you are hanging this all on me.” 

I turn and give her a confused look.  “Hanging what on you?”  

“The guilt.  You’re just going to try to guilt me into getting another job.”  

“I’m not trying to guilt you into anything, sweetheart.  You can go ahead and just do the substitute teaching thing and I’ll keep plugging away at the department store.  We’re surviving for now.  It’s fine.”  The tone of my voice and the way I say this to her doesn’t even convince me as I take a third sip of water.  

“Fuck you, Thomas.  Fuck you in the ass.”  

“That would be nice,” I retort as I become angry.  “Any sort of fucking would be great.”

Melissa looks at me, stunned that I would suddenly send a verbal volley back in her direction.  “If our sex life isn’t what it should be, it’s not my fault, Tommy.”

“Of course, it isn’t,” I say sarcastically.  “It’s all me.  I know this now, and I apologize.  I can’t fuck you correctly and I should leave you the hell alone when it comes to working and bringing home enough money to pay for the things that you want to do.  This is all on me."  I put the glass down on the countertop and then put both of my hands on the hard faux-granite.  “Every fucking thing that goes wrong in this marriage is my fault, right?  That’s what you tell me all the time, honey.  It’s never your fault, you are never in the wrong, and you are the perfect marital partner.  I apologize to you for believing anything differently.”  Turning, I walk briskly from the kitchen and toward our bedroom.  I can hear Melissa moving just behind me as I enter the room and begin to take off my shirt.

“You are such an inconsiderate asshole, Tommy.”

I smile smugly.  “You are absolutely correct, my love.  I am an inconsiderate asshole.  I will accept that and own it.  I will try to do better.”  Tossing my shirt to the bed, I begin to take off my pants.  

“Asshole,” Melissa seethes again as she tries to prick me with her words.

“Yep.  I think we have covered that one.”  I try to be as calm as I can while getting my pants and underwear off.  I need a shower after a long day, and I’m no longer interested in arguing with Melissa over her job choice.

My wife stands quietly as she looks me over.  There is a moment where I wonder whether she might just take off her clothes and fuck me, which is something I would love to see happen, but then some part of her pulls back as she says, “So, are we going to go out to eat or not?”

Shaking my head, I reply, “I guess you can if you want.  I’m going to take a shower and just find something in the cabinets to eat after I am finished.  So, I’m not going out, but you can feel free to do whatever you want.”  My response does not please my petite wife, and I can see by the way that her soft blonde hair caresses her shoulders as she shakes her head that she is becoming angrier with me.  

“You know what, fine.  I’ll go without you.”  Melissa turns and walks out of the bedroom.

“Good.  Have fun,” I call out to her before walking into the bathroom.  After hearing the apartment door open and close, I turn on the shower and begin to clean myself up.  It’s been a long day, with ten hours at work starting a full two hours before the department store opened for business.  We are having several sales all week long and I have been told by my manager that if I am able to reach ten-thousand in sales over the weekend he will sweeten the pot by giving me a bonus of one-thousand dollars.  Knowing the financial difficulties we face in our marriage already, that bonus would be nice to surprise Melissa with if I can get it.  Unfortunately, that means working some very long days to do so, but I’m more than willing to give it a shot.  Even if it seems sometimes that my wife is less willing to do so.
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​Chapter Two: A Distant Wife
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“Where are you?”  It’s a quick text message to my wife that I hope she will answer immediately.  I wait for a couple of minutes, but there is no response.  “Dammit, Mel,” I say to myself as I look at the time.  My wife likes to go out with her friends sometimes on the weekends, and there have been a few times when she has stayed out the entire weekend with one of the ladies.  I’ve gotten used to this arrangement, and I rarely complain, unless I find that Melissa has spent far too much money on liquor and food.  Before leaving just after I came home from work on Friday afternoon, she told me her friend Penny would be picking up the entire tab for tonight’s frivolities and that they would catch a taxi cab back at around midnight.  It is now two o’clock in the morning Saturday, and I have not heard a word from my wife since she left the apartment.

“Come on, just text me back, Mel.  Please.”  The words on my phone’s screen plead with my wife to let me know she is okay.  That’s all I want right now, to know that she has not gotten hurt in a car accident or so drunk that she is lying in an alley somewhere.  I love Melissa, and my instinct is to do whatever I can to keep her safe.

Sitting down on the sofa in the dim light of a single lamp, I wait for a response from my wife.  It suddenly occurs to me that I don’t even know which bar she had planned to go to with Penny.  “Shit,” I say quietly into the darkness as I look at my phone again.  “Please, sweetheart.  Just tell me you are okay so that I can go get some sleep.”  Though I don’t have to be at work very early in the morning, I am afraid that if I don’t get some sleep soon I will be out of sorts when I finally do.  “The GPS,” I say to myself as I look at my phone’s screen.  Our cell carrier has an app for locating our phones, so I decide to turn it on and see where Melissa is at this time.  Of course, her phone may not necessarily be with her, but I have to hope that it is.  At least this would give me some sense as to where she could be right now.  

“What the fuck?”  I look at the location on the map on my phone screen and run a hand through my hair.  “That’s on an odd side of town.”  There are several bars I am aware of on our side of the city, and one of those is almost always where Melissa and Penny go to tie one on.  My wife’s cell phone is pinging in a completely different location than I would have expected.  Getting up
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