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​Chapter One: A Necessary Distraction
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“I’m bored,” Melissa says to me as she walks past and then sits down in a chair on the other side of me.  “This summer thing is going to be long and boring without something to do.”

I smile at her while shaking my head.  “Well, you could always go out and get another job.  Something part-time that would take your mind off working at the school.”  My wife is a substitute teacher for the local school district whenever she is needed, but now that June has come along, she will not be needed for the next two or three months.  

“Another job?  No one will hire me for just a couple of months, Thomas.  I would have to agree to quit the substitute teacher position to get anything else.  We have gone over this before.”  Her blue eyes focus on me as Melissa frowns.  “You are so lucky.”

“Lucky?”  I chuckle as I look down at my cell phone and think about the number of hours I have had to put into my work this week already.  “How am I lucky, Mel?”

“You are lucky that you have a job that lasts all year around.  At least you get to leave the house and do something each day.”

“Yeah, six or seven days every week,” I retort.  “Go get another job, sweetheart.  You could even apply to work at the clothing store with me.”

Melissa shakes her head as a shocked look crosses her face.  “Are you joking?  You know I would hate a job like that, don’t you?”

“And you think that it is my life’s dream to do it?”  I sneer a bit as I look up from my cell phone.  “Why are you complaining, Mel?  You have the perfect job.  You work most of the year and then take off for the summer just like all the students do.  Take up a hobby or something to keep you busy.”

“A hobby?”  The word is almost a vulgarity in our home with Melissa, which is part of the reason why I have chosen to use it.  To her, even though we are both in our early thirties, having a hobby signifies that a person has crested middle age or is about to turn into an old person.  “I don’t need a fucking hobby, Thomas.  I need a job or at least a vacation.”

I snort a little as I laugh.  “Yeah, a vacation.  That’s what we will do with my next paycheck.  We don’t need to make a mortgage payment on the house.”  The purchase of our current home took place three months ago and still causes me to be a little irritated with Melissa.  She was the one who pushed us to buy this place, and now we are saddled with a payment that is a third larger than the payment we had with our last home.  It made no sense to me then when we first talked about a new home, and it makes no sense to me now.  Why do we need a home with three bedrooms when it is just the two of us living here?

“Don’t be snarky, Tommy.  A little vacation would be good for us.”

“Good for you,” I reply.  “I can’t see how it would benefit me much as I would then have to come back and beg for overtime to pay for it.”

“The credit cards...”

“The fucking credit cards.”  Whenever we argue about money, Melissa almost always tells me that we could use our credit cards.  The fact of the matter is, we don’t have that much credit left.  We have maxed out our credit buying things that I didn’t think we needed in the first place, but that my wife was convinced at the time that we could not live without.  This attitude she has toward money has always been the bane of our marriage and has caused us to at one time come very close to divorcing.  

“You are being rude again.”

“I am being rational, honey.”  I get up from my chair and walk over to my wife.  “I’m sorry that you want to use the credit cards, but there just isn’t any money left, Mel.”  I put my hands on her shoulders and rub them.  My wife normally likes this, at least when I have not upset her with whatever I have just said.  

“And I am irrational,” she blurts out.  “I get it.  I am the child in this marriage and you are the adult trying to keep me in line.”  Melissa stands to her feet and walks out from underneath my grip.  She turns and looks hard in my direction.  “I wish you would think of me as an adult sometimes, Thomas.”

“I do, Mel.  I always look at you as an adult.  You are my very beautiful and talented wife.  The only problem seems to be that you don’t want to behave that way sometimes.”  I walk around the chair while taking a deep breath.  As I get close to her, I reach out and pull her toward me.  Holding her close, I ask, “What if we just went to the lake and spent some time?  Just you and me on a day off having a picnic on the sand.  We could even go swimming if you would like.”

Melissa pulls away from me and shakes her head.  “The lake is not a real vacation, Thomas.  The sand is fake, and the lake is a dammed creek.  Nobody goes there unless they can’t afford to go anywhere else.”

“Exactly!”  I smile at her as I nod my head.  “Honey, we just can’t pull off a fancy vacation at this time.  Maybe if you could help me get some of the bills paid down or paid off, we could do something next summer.”

“That’s what you always say.”  Melissa turns and walks over to the large picture window on one side of the living room.  It is exactly the sort of attribute she looked for in a house when we began to look, and it is probably the reason we now own this property.  “My parents could loan us some money to go on vacation, you know.”

I grimace as I think about my in-laws.  They are well-to-do and always putting ideas into their daughter’s head.  I am convinced that they are the reason we are now standing in the living room of a much larger house than we owned before.  “No,” I say plainly as I turn and walk toward the kitchen.

Melissa leaves the window and follows me.  “Why not?  They would be glad to do it, Thomas.”  

“They are always happy to put me in my place,” I tell her.  “Your mother loves to talk up just how little money we have just before she offers you a wad of cash.  It’s insulting, and I don’t want to have any part of it.”

“Mom just wants to help us out.  She told me just last week that they are prepared to help us in any way that they can, Thomas.  Please, just think about it.”

“We already owe them for the down-payment on this house.”  I stare back at Melissa before turning and getting a bottle of beer from the refrigerator.  “Shit, I can’t stand that we are giving them a hundred dollars a month as it is.  I don’t want to owe them any more money.”

My wife shakes her head.  “They didn’t expect you to repay the down-payment in the first place, sweetheart.  It was a gift.”

“It was a way for your father to continue looking down on me.”  I grit my teeth just before taking a quick drink of my beer.  Then I add, “They love you, Mel.  You are their little angel and I am the fucking demon who swept you away from them.  You married below your standing, after all.”

“She didn’t mean that.”

“I heard her say it, Mel, on more than one occasion.  You married below your standing.”  I take another drink of my beer before walking toward the living room.

Melissa follows quietly behind me, her small footsteps soft as I go to the sofa and sit down.  Leaning back into it, I reach for the television remote and turn on the afternoon basketball game.  It’s not that I really care to see it, but I hope to get my wife to quit nagging me about borrowing money from her parents for a vacation.  However, I can tell that Melissa is not going to let go of this so easily.  

“Mel, please.”

“Please what?”

I sigh as I turn to look into her penetrating blue eyes.  When my wife wants something, she sits and stares at me for a long time.  There have been movies I have had to sit through while she has locked her blue eyes onto me.  It’s very difficult to pay attention to anything else when Melissa is so determined to get her way.  “Honey, no.  I don’t want any of your parents’ money, okay?”

“It’s not okay.”  Melissa turns and walks toward the bedroom doorway.  As she gets there, she stops and looks back at me.  “You know, if you were willing to meet me just part way, we could find a way to go on vacation, Thomas.  It wouldn’t take much to get us to a proper beach, and I’m sure Mother would gift the money to me.  We would not have to pay it back.”  She then turns back toward the bedroom, walks inside, and closes the door behind her.  

“Fuck,” I say as I let out a sigh of relief.  Although my wife is now upset with me, I am free for a while from hearing anything more about getting money from her mother and father and then taking a vacation we cannot afford.  I hate having to be the bad guy all the time, but I have no choice when she is so willing to throw caution to the wind along with our finances.  There needs to be a line drawn, and unfortunately, I am the one who is almost always forced to draw it.  Sure, she will be upset with me for a while, but Melissa will eventually come out of our bedroom willing to look past my denial of her wanton whims.  I just wish that she would grow up a little and realize that we are not people of means.  We probably never will be.
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​Chapter Two: An Honest Opinion
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There is a large sale on men’s suit coats today and I am in a scramble to get all the signage and other preparations finished before the store opens in twenty minutes.  Since I have very little time left, I have enlisted the help of another store employee and friend of mine, Dalton, to help me in this task.  

“Are you sure this sign is correct?” he asks as he looks at the ten-inch-by-ten-inch piece of cardboard.  

I frown as I see the price on the cardboard.  “Fuck, that is definitely not what it is supposed to be.”  At this point I feel as if I am going to go into a panic.  It takes ten minutes to get back to the office and print another sign of this size and shape.  By the time I get it done, there will be very little time to get it back up on the sales rack.

“Hang on, I’ve got this.”  Dalton smiles as he pulls his small hand-held radio from his belt.  “Hey, Trina, are you in the office?”

The radio is full of static at first before she answers, “Yeah, I’m in here.  What do you need, Dalton?”

“We need another ten-by-ten for the sales rack in men’s dresswear.  It’s rack one-eight-four.  Do you see the salesfloor plot on the desk?”

There is silence on the radio for a moment before she replies, “I see it.  One-eight-four correct?”

“That’s it.  Can you run another sign for this rack and rush it over here?  We need it by yesterday.”  Dalton laughs a little as he looks at me.

“I will be sure to hop into my time machine and get it to you quickly, Dalton.  Is there anything else?”

“No, that’s it.  Thanks, Trina.”

“No problem, honey bunny.”  The radio falls silent and I begin to laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“Honey bunny?  Trina called you honey bunny?”  

“Just don’t talk about it, okay?  Geesh, a guy can’t carry on a relationship without everyone knowing.”

“First off, everyone with a radio just now heard that.  Secondly; what the fuck?”

Dalton laughs as he nods his head.  “We have been going out for a few weeks now.  I guess the cat is probably out of the bag now.”

“You and Trina?  How?  I thought she hated your guts, man.  I mean, she always looked for ways to insult you in the store.”  I can’t help but continue to grin at my friend as we continue to work on the coat rack.

“That turned out to be her way of being playful with me.  I thought she hated me too until one day she walks right up to me in ladies’ wear and asks me out on a date.  I nearly fell over when she asked.”

“I’ll bet.”  I chuckle and shake my head as I finish my part of the rack.  Then I say to him, “Melissa wants to go on
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