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There are crumbs on my bedside table. When I
have no work to do, no words to tap onto screens with keys, I will
sometimes wake in the morning, reach to my left and grab one of the
books that is sitting on the bedside table, amongst the crumbs and
read. I will read the entire day through. I will rise from bed to
use the bathroom, make coffee, make a sandwich with a pickle and
some potato chips.


Yes, this is one cause of the crumbs.
Another cause would be the crumb cake that I will munch on later in
the day or the slice of cold pizza I may have for dinner. I feel no
need to leave the apartment, leave the bed, dress or be, as my
mother used to say, presentable. I have no one to present to and I
like it that way. When these days end, I simply lay the book on the
table, click off the light and go to sleep. What a lovely day, I
will say to myself as I slip into sleep and restore my energies for
the next day’s work.


I have no guilty pleasures. My girlfriends
often use that term when we meet for lunch or drinks and chat about
what’s going on in our lives.


“New guilty pleasure,” one
of them will say and then set forth talking about a new TV series
they are “addicted” to or some kind of pastry or bit of chocolate
they have discovered. I smile and nod, listen, ooh and aah when appropriate. I never throw
my hat into the ring. I never confess my guilty pleasure because,
pleasure never makes me feel guilty. Pleasure, thankfully, makes me
feel pleased and joyful.


I once posed the question on a night out
with these girls. We were in a bar, having a girl’s night which
usually meant we were out in a gaggle trying to attract men. This
night, Pam, a bitterly divorced, childless woman who spends hours
and hours in the gym, eating right, taking supplements, dressing
the way one should and having her body wrapped with seaweed, muslin
or mud covered bandages to suck the excess water out of her so that
she is always looking perfect, advanced a new guilty pleasure to
the group.


She spends much time and money trying to
sculpt and manipulate her body to look the way she is told she
needs to look by talk show hosts and magazine articles. She puts
great effort into being who she believes she is supposed to be.
Ironically, she divorced her husband because she felt he didn’t
love her for who she was.


“New guilty pleasure,” she said when
we had sat down at a high top table. The table choice was very
important to the girls. I would be happy sitting at a booth in the
back of the room, but the high table gives the best chance of being
seen and a three hundred and sixty degree judgment
radius.


“Chocolatinis,” she said and we all
smiled, nodded, oohed and such. Well, I didn’t because, unlike the
rest of the girls, I had no idea what a chocolatini was. It sounded
like the name of a vaudeville magician to me.


“What is that,” I asked, “is that an
Italian guy you’re doing nasty things with?” I laughed, but as
usual, they all just stared at me and shook their heads.


“First off, Beth,” Pam said, “that’s
really kind of racist and secondly... it is a to die for cocktail
that we are all going to have right now.” She jabbed her arm into
the air and signaled for a waitress.


“What’s in it,” I asked, trying not to
giggle.


“Bailey’s, vodka and Godiva chocolate
liqueur,” she smiled, “total yum.”


“I notice a marked lack of bourbon,” I
said, because I drink bourbon and, usually nothing else, “is that
on purpose?”


“Yes,” Pam playfully scolded me,
“there are other things to drink than nasty bourbon, Beth.” The
waitress came and she ordered four of them before I could
protest.


“You are going to love these,” she
said. The girls bubbled and nodded, awaiting the presentation of
our newest guilty pleasure.


When the drinks came, they were tall,
ornate and looked to me like something an alcoholic clown would
drink. We all grabbed our drinks and Pam made her usual girl’s
night toast.


“To my girls, who needs men when I
have friends like you.” Then we clinked glasses and sipped the
brown concoction. They oohed and smacked their lips and praised Pam
for her wonderful taste. I put mine down and coughed.


“Wow,” I said, “that’s really fucking
sweet.” They looked at me like I was a yeti that just sat down and
asked one of them if I could borrow a tampon.


“What, come on, you don’t think that’s
really sweet?”


“That’s the point,” Susie said, “it
hides the taste of the alcohol.”


This was something I never understood.
Why drink alcohol if you don’t like the taste? It’s akin to not
liking fish because it has that fish taste. I loved my friends, but
they were an endless cause of confusion for me.


“I see,” I said, “well, you can have
mine cause, I cannot get through it without slipping into a
diabetic coma.” I slid my glass to the middle of the table. “Be
right back,” I told them as I went to the bar to get a
bourbon.


As I stood at the bar I looked at
them, watched them all pull their compacts out, check their hair,
makeup, snap them shut and give the room the once over. I thought
to myself, how incredibly beautiful, interesting, diverse these
woman are, I wish they would relax, trust it and just be. I also
thought, man they are insane. I got my bourbon and went back to the
table.


“Pam,” I said.


“Yes, doll,” her usual
reply.


“Do they kill people when you drink
one of these,” I asked, pointing at the drinks they had in front of
them. They looked to each other, confused.


“Does someone get killed, does a baby
get... I don’t know, incinerated when one of these is
consumed?”


Shasta, yes that is her name, her
father was addicted to the particular soda and drank it constantly
when her mother was pregnant with her, she caught on first, as she
usually did.


“Stop it, Beth,” Shasta warned, “nice
night, good times, no fights, OK?”


“Who’s fighting,” Pam
asked.


“You two,” Shasta said, “if Beth
doesn’t shut up.” Pam waved her off and turned to me.


“What are you asking sweetie,” she
said.


“Well, I am curious what horrible
thing happens when you drink one of these cocktails because I want
to understand why you are so guilty about drinking one,” I said,
because I am a pain in the ass at times and I know it and yet, I do
nothing to rectify it. Pam sighed and sat back. She looked around
the room, gathering her bubble of calm around herself. She had to
do this often with me.


“Beth,” she said as if talking to a
child, which I admittedly was acting like, “we say guilty pleasure
because it is a decadent cocktail and, if we sat here and drank
them all night we would become as wide as roads and as unappealing
as a recluse writer.” I ignored the obvious slap and kept pushing
her buttons, because this is what we do.


“But, can you not have the pleasure
without the guilt?”


“I’m done,” Pam said waving me
off.


“Already,” I said, laughing, “the
night is still young.”


“Not done with the night, darling,
simply done with you.”


Later that night, after several chocolatinis
and an equal number of bourbons, Pam and I were in the ladies
room.


“I’m sorry about the recluse writer
thing,” she said, “you know I love and respect you.”


“I know, and you know I am confused
and weirded out by you.”


“I know,” she said, “which is why this
all works.”


***


So, my pleasure is pleasure and it is not
tainted with guilt.


I have questions, of course. I am not as put
together and grounded as I’m trying to portray. I have bumps and
struggles, but usually I move past them quickly and press forward.
I subscribe to the classic Protestant work ethic; the work will get
us through. So, when one of these persnickety questions arises and
I have no answer, I simply bury myself in work until said question
is a distant spot in my rearview mirror.


This had worked fine for
me until, well, until it didn’t anymore. As usual, the moment it
stopped working for me involved a man. Men. It involved men. Not in
an orgy kind of situation, but rather, in a continuous flow of men
who said the same thing to me repeatedly; “You’re great, you’re a girl, but you’re more like a guy.
You’re like a best friend I can have sex with.”


Wow, isn’t that great? I mean, what girl
wouldn’t want to hear that. Over and over. Failed relationship
after failed relationship.


The work stoppage in relation to the
relationships I was not really having came at the end of an evening
when I was on a date. Kevin was a guy I had been, what, seeing,
dating, spending time with... for about two months. It was a Sunday
and I had met him at a local sports bar to watch football, have
some drinks, some wings and just spend time together. Also joining
us that day was his best friend Matt and Matt’s girlfriend
Clara.


Now, I like football, I like sports bars, I
like cocktails and I like chicken wings so, it seemed fine to me.
Kevin and I had had a few more upscale dates, movies, theater, a
nonspecific work related evening where he so sweetly asked me if I
would give him the pleasure of being his date.


Then, in the next sentence, he asked if I
wouldn’t mind dressing up a bit, like a girl would. So, an
afternoon in a sports bar was not the end of the world for me.
Unfortunately for Matt’s girlfriend, Clara, it apparently was.
Clara complained about everything
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