Female Problems
by Emile Barrios



I’m a man with female problems
And it’s you that is the cause.
When women say they hate us
It gives we men a pause.
                                     – Bobby Thibodeaux

 

            If I hear that song one more time, I swear I’ll kill somebody.

            I mean, how would you feel if every time you turned on the radio you heard this dumb cajun yowling about “female problems” - and that particular dumb cajun is your husband? Well, ex-husband anyway. He’s making millions off my misery. I ask you, is that fair?

            Believe me, none of this would ever have happened without the Tuscaloosa Trend. Before they discovered all that natural gas down there, Bobby Thibodeaux was just another Feliciana cane farmer. His family had been working their 200 acres near Morganza for three or four generations, barely scratching by.

            Then the geologists discovered a huge deposit of natural gas. The Tuscaloosa Trend, they called it. And Morganza was sitting right on top of it.

            The drilling rigs moved in overnight. And suddenly, people who were used to buying their overalls from the Sears catalog were millionaires. Bobby 
Thibodeaux was one of them. As the money started rolling in, I watched him change.

            Bobby Thibodeaux wasn’t exactly a grand prize, but he wasn’t exactly trash either. We met in high school – class of 1969 – and right after graduation he asked me to marry him. I could have done much better, but I was young and lacked the good sense to see Bobby for what he was. I thought I could smooth out his rough edges and make him into the kind of man I could be proud of. So I said yes.

            I grew up just eight miles from Bobby’s farm – on the shores of False River. My Mama still lives there. But the geologists said there was no gas under her land. She missed the Tuscaloosa Trend by a few hundred yards. 

            We were country people, just like the Thibodeauxs. But Mama made sure we got a good education, and that included a healthy dose of culture. Growing 
up, we always listened to those Metropolitan Opera radio shows on Saturdays. I learned how to dress properly, how to be clean, and how to act like a lady. I 
may be from the country, but believe me, I know more than a little about good taste and refinement.

            When the gas wells went in and the money started piling up, I realized we were going to be very rich. I saw all my dreams coming true at last. I told Bobby we needed to move to the city – New Orleans, or at least Baton Rouge. His reaction was totally predictable.

            “How’m I gonna farm this land if we live in Baton Rouge?” he asked me.

            I told him we were rich now and he didn’t have to raise sugar cane anymore. I told him we belonged in a nice big house that was next to a lot of other nice big houses on some nice quiet street. I told him that in the city we could enjoy going to plays and the symphony, and that he could dress real nice and learn to play golf and we could shop at a real supermarket and eat out in real gourmet restaurants.

            “What do we need to do all that for?” he said. “I want to fish and hunt, and I don’t need to eat out, and what’s gonna happen to Huey and Earl if we move?”

            Huey and Earl, of course, were two ugly Catahoula hounds – Bobby’s hunting dogs.

            I was exasperated – but not surprised. I knew I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life on some cane farm on the backside of nowhere. So I went to work.

            I told Bobby he was right, that we didn’t need any of those things. I told him we would just stay here in our nice cozy farm house. Whatever makes you  happy, I told him. After all, I said, we’re wealthy people now. We can enjoy the things that made us happy.

            From the way he looked at me, I knew he was suspicious. But I just kept smiling and looking him right in the eye. After a moment, he blinked, and then he smiled too. He kissed my cheek and went off to do the very next thing that came into his mind. That left me free to pursue my own plans.

            I called a real estate agent in Baton Rouge the next day and told him I wanted something in the city. Two weeks later I was standing inside the most 
incredible house I’d ever seen. It was brand new, and so big you could get lost in it. The house had everything: swimming pool, tennis court, jacuzzi, even a rec room with space for a pool table. Bobby would really like that, I thought.

            But you know what really sold me? It was the intercom system. I loved it! You could be in any room, and you could talk to someone in any other room. You could even listen in on other rooms without people knowing. I’m not a busybody, you understand. I just like to know what’s going on in my house.

            Bobby was mad when I told him I’d bought the house and that we were moving to Baton Rouge. I knew he would be, so I’d taken precautions. When he  started complaining about how we’d agreed to stay in the country, I pointed him in the direction of the driveway, where a brand-new four-wheel-drive pickup truck was sitting. Mind you, I had made sure it had all the extras and options. A gun rack, those special mud tires, the works. I had even stocked the glove  compartment with a bunch of those awful country music tapes Bobby liked to listen to.

            He rushed out to look at the new truck. I followed behind, and the look on his face told me I had him right where I wanted him.

            “Bobby honey,” I told him, “now you can get out to your hunting camp or to the river faster than you ever could before. So what does it matter that we live 
20 miles away in Baton Rouge (actually, it was closer to 35, but who was counting)? I saw him start to falter. I decided to throw in some guilt for good measure.

            Besides, I said, you don’t want me to waste away out here in the middle of nowhere. You know how I like nice things. I want to live in the city where we 
can have lots of nice things. You want me to be happy, don’t you?

            Okay, so maybe that last part was a bit much. But believe me, when you’re dealing with a thickheaded good old boy like Bobby Thibodeaux, you’ve got to push hard to make your point.

            Bobby thought about it for a minute, then smiled.

            “All right, honey. We’ll do it!” He hugged me tight. I found Baton Rouge’s best interior decorator, and six weeks later we moved in.

            Bobby bought the guitar pretty soon after that. He’d been kind of depressed, as if he was having trouble making the adjustment to our new city lifestyle. I was thinking about talking to him about it, when one day he just came home with this instrument, and said he had decided to take lessons and learn to play.

            “You know, sweetie,” he said, “I’ve been listening to music all my life, and I always wanted to play it myself. Now I’m going to do it!”

            At first, I thought this was a good idea. I remembered my mother listening to records of the great Segovia when I was a little girl. Perhaps this was the way to teach Bobby Thibodeaux a little about culture.

            So Bobby found a guitar teacher and started taking lessons. It was painful to hear him practicing, so I made one of the spare bedrooms at the back of the house into a music room, and let him play in there. Sometimes while he was practicing, I would turn on the intercom and listen. Soon, he was actually getting pretty good.

            But the kind of music he was playing disturbed me. Instead of Segovia, he wanted to play Merle Haggard and Conway Twitty.

            This was annoying enough, but it was only the beginning. One day Bobby started writing his own songs.

            It was the maid’s day off, and Bobby had just come back from hunting. His clothes were filthy, of course, and he just walked right into the house, across  my white carpet, and straight upstairs into the bedroom to change.

            How many times had I told him? Hunting clothes go immediately into the laundry room, I said. They don’t belong in the bedroom.

            “Sorry, sweetie,” he said “I’ll wash these things right now. Can I take anything down there for you?”

            I had a few things that needed washing, so I handed them to him – being careful to warn him not to let them touch his smelly hunting clothes. “There is a  special laundry basket down there for my things,” I told him. “It’s marked Cold and Delicate so the maid knows how to wash them. Put my clothes in there.”

            He walked out and went downstairs and that would have been the end of it, had it not been for the intercom. It was open in the laundry room, and a few seconds later I heard Bobby down there loading the washer. He was humming and singing, and before I knew it I was hearing a song about my laundry:

            My baby, she’s so delicate and cold.
            She says that we are all washed up
            And she’s about to fold.

            Our love was just a cycle
            On some broken-down machine.
            Once we were close as Rinse and Spin
            But now she’s just Dry Clean.

            So now we’re separated
            I guess it is my fate.
            In life’s big laundry basket
            I’m a sock without its mate.

 
            I broke in and asked Bobby what that song was and he told me it was just something he had made up right then.

            “My guitar teacher says we can all write songs. He says just write about what’s around you. How do you like it?”

            “I hate it,” I said into the intercom. “Who would want to hear a song about laundry?”

            “Well, you know, I was down here and I saw that laundry basket, and…uh…next thing I knew the words just came to me.”

            “The next time words just come to you,” I said, “tell them to stay out of my business.”

            “Sorry, sweetie. I will.”

            A feeling came over me just then. It was a kind of nausea that started in my stomach and went all the way down into my, well, down to a place where it 
was kind of scary. I thought it was just a reaction to hearing that song. Later, when it came back, I thought it might be from worrying about losing Bobby. I mean, I had never even thought about leaving him. Now he was making up songs about a woman who was treating him badly. It must mean something. Foolishly, I decided to ignore both the pain and the idea that Bobby could be a songwriter.

            Soon Bobby was making up songs about everything. Huey and Earl. The sound of the rain. His new truck. And every last song had a woman in it. A  woman who had done him wrong.

            “Has it been that bad?” I asked him. “Have I really made your life so miserable that you’ve got to write those ridiculous songs to spite me?”

            “These songs aren’t about you,” he said. “Country songs are always about love gone bad. It’s just the way they are.”

            I pretended to understand. But I knew better. I had given up everything to be Mrs. Bobby Thibodeaux, and all he could do was resent me. The pain down 
inside got a little sharper.

            Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, Bobby started wanting to play his songs in public. To go to some “Talent” competition at a local honky-tonk and sing before God and the Great Unwashed. He was actually hurt when I told him I’d rather be boiled in oil than be seen at such a place. I thought for sure that I could convince him not to go, but he just went anyway.

            Fine, I thought after he’d left. Let him get up on that stage and make a fool of himself. They’ll laugh him out of the place. He’ll be so ashamed. He’ll  realize he should have listened to me all along. He’ll come back here so down in the dumps, he’ll beg my forgiveness. Well, I’ll comfort him all right. I’ll make him  promise never to play that terrible music again. I’ll make him swear to stop writing those songs about me. And he’ll do it! He’ll be so guilty about betraying me that he’ll swear to anything I ask!

            I felt so good just then that I almost cried. He was so helpless and vulnerable, he needed me to set him straight when he went astray. Now that we’re rich, I thought, he needs me more than ever. Left to his own devices, he’d probably end up with some young golddigger who would just use him for his money. You’re a lucky man, Bobby Thibodeaux. A lucky man.

            I was asleep when Bobby got home, but not for long. I heard him whooping and hollering before he even got in the house. You’d have thought he’d won the lottery or something.

            What he’d really won was first place at Talent Night.

            I mean, they’d given him this two-bit trophy and everything. I had never seen Bobby so excited about anything. And naturally, he wanted to tell me every little detail.

            He was right in the middle of a story about some talent scout from Nashville he’d met when the pain started up again. Only this time it was different. I tried to ignore it, but it got worse. Bobby’s voice was getting dimmer and dimmer in my ears. The pain was washing over me in waves as I sat there under the covers. I cringed and rolled up into a ball.

            “Are you all right?”

            I started to tell him that of course I wasn’t all right, but I think I passed out just about then.

            I woke up the next day in a hospital room. Bobby was sitting there with that foolish grin on his face. He was still holding the trophy from that dreadful honky-tonk talent contest. And on the floor next to the wall was his guitar!

            “Feeling better, sweetie?” I was still a little woozy from the drugs they’d given me, so I nodded slowly. But I felt my anger rising. In a minute Bobby Thibodeaux was going to get a piece of my mind about bringing that guitar to the hospital.

            “The doctor says you’ve got some kind of cyst on your ovaries. They say they’re gonna operate later this afternoon.”

            Operate? The idea of some doctor cutting into my most private places made me so afraid I forgot about being angry. The more I thought about it, the more afraid I got. I tried to talk, but the words just came out in a tumble. Bobby took my hand.

            “Don’t worry now. The doctor says you’ll be just fine. He’ll be here in a little while. He says you must have been in pain for a long time now. Why didn’t you tell me about this?"

            I went back to being mad. I wanted to say that I couldn’t tell him because he had been too busy hunting and fishing and writing those stupid songs, but the doctor came in and began talking to me about the operation.

            He gave me this pamphlet called The Female Reproductive System: What Every Woman Should Know. He said it explained all about ovarian cysts and about a lot of other common troubles women have. I told him I knew all I needed to know about my reproductive system thank you, and I gave the pamphlet to Bobby to throw away.

            I signed some forms, and a little while later they came and put me on one of those rolling beds. Bobby said he’d be there when I got back, and the last thing I saw as they were wheeling me out was him looking at that pamphlet.

            I felt rotten for two weeks after the surgery, and okay, I guess I took a lot of it out on Bobby. I think I blamed him a little bit for getting sick. But after all, I’d  been so busy running the house and handling the money I just hadn’t had time to think of taking care of me.            

            I was just beginning to feel like myself when one day I decided to listen in again on Bobby’s playing. I thought the laundry song was bad, but it was  nothing compared to what I heard that day:

            I’m a man with female problems
            And I don't know where to start.
            Cause the woman in my life
            Is operating on my heart.

    Oh Doctor, can you help me?
    Can you cure this strange disease?
    If you don’t these female problems 
    Will make a gelding out of me.

            Well she came into our bedroom,
            And said this, direct to me:
            Our love is growing frigid
            It’s had a hysterectomy.

            The seeds of our affection
            Suffer infertility.
            And I’m past due for the period
            When you and I live separately.

             I screamed and Bobby came running into the bedroom. I really let loose, telling him how he had betrayed me in the worst possible way by writing that  song while I was recuperating from major surgery and that I would never forgive him and that he could take all his money and just go to hell for all I cared.

            He tried to explain that he had gotten those medical terms from the pamphlet, but I didn’t care. I was through with Bobby Thibodeaux. I was tired of giving up everything for him. He couldn’t take advantage of me any more.

            He said he would go back to Morganza and that he would call me in a few days. I told him not to bother. The song just kept ringing in my ears. I wanted him to leave me alone.

            Well, after a few days I had calmed down considerably. I was all alone in that big house, and to tell you the truth I missed having Bobby around. So I waited for him to call and apologize to me so I could take him back.

            But he didn’t call.

            A week went by. Several times I wanted to call him, but I was determined not to be weak. He was wrong, and he needed to know it.

            After another week, I broke down and I did call him. He said he didn’t want to come back! He said he liked it in Morganza and that living by himself had given him a lot of time to think about our marriage.

            When I asked him when he was coming home, he said he didn’t know.

            “Maybe I am home,” he said.

            Then this lawyer showed up. He said Bobby was filing for divorce. He was claiming “mental cruelty.” Mental cruelty! The man who made my life miserable was claiming that I had been cruel to him! I mean, whose female problems got made into a song here anyway?

            It got ugly after that. Frozen bank accounts, settlement offers, lawyers, judges, the whole shebang. Bobby went off to Nashville with that talent scout and made a record of the song. They called it “Female Problems,” of course, and now I hear it’s up for some country music award – in addition to selling a million copies and being played on every radio station and jukebox from here to Bossier City.

            The divorce went through just as the song hit the charts. I got the house and enough money to be comfortable. Bobby moved all his things back to the country. A glittering new songwriting talent. That’s what they’re calling him now.

            But the point is he used my body for his inspiration. I mean, if I hadn’t had that cyst, he never would have known anything about female problems in the 
first place, right? It’s not a matter of money, it’s a matter of principle.

            That’s why I’m suing him for half the royalties.
