Simple Pleasures
by Vince Zandri

EJCTION

My girlfriend Maryanne is forever telling me I can-
not relax,

“Who can relax?” I ask her, over spaghetti, meatballs,
little strips of gatlic bread soaked in melted butter. .
Maryanne picks from a Weight Watcher’s Salisbury
steak, imitation mashed potatoes and green beans, all
neatly organized and proportionate on a plastic packaged
tray.

1 go through the whole thing about relaxation one
more time, reminding her there are six men in back of
me who want to be supervisor. All of them older, all of
them more experienced. They are better builders than
me. 5o sometimes I wonder how I got to be super in the
first place.

“I1nean, how long can it really last?” 1 ask, my fork
an extension of my point.

Maryanne is the possessor of the last great hairde, A
tall, platinum puff that rivals Mother Nature’s best bee-
hive, It remains chillingly unaffected when she steals
spoonfuls of my spaghetti or when she shakes her head
in frustration, a habit she attributes to my ralking too
much about work. Iwatch the way the beehive secms to
hover in midair when Maryanne leans back on her chair,
balanced on the o legs, She opens the refrigerator
worth one hand, finds a Bud on the rack and leans for-
ward again, all in one fluid motion; that bee hive sall
solidly in place, forever and ever, Amen.

To protect her false fingernails, Maryanne opens my
Bud with the sharp end of a butter knife. Foam rises and
she catches it with her entire mouth, sucking away at the
white, airy liquid and finishing with a swig. -T watch the
liquid travel the length of her neck and wait for her usual
question.

“How can you drink this stuff every night?”

I give her the seandard answer.

“How would you like having six guys after your job?”

“People come into the bowling alley all the time
looking to waitress. Good locking women too...thinner
than me.”

She takes another swig, deeper than the first and
shakes her head once more in open disgust. Wiping her
mouth with' the' redr side’ of her hand “she Says, “Learn
to find enjoyment in your work, Billy, Or resign your-
self to living a short, unhappy life.”

Maryanne mixes her mashed potatoes and green
beans into a stew. She fills her mouth with more of my
beer and tells me in a drowning voice, “Make work a
game, and you'll live longer.”

T take what’s left of my Bud away from Maryanne and
place it next to my plate, out of reach. There is a faint
ring of cherry lipstick halfway around the can and on the
ld, near the tab.

“This game had better last a while longer, Maryanne.
Because we bought this trailer and charged all the furni-
ture to fill it. Nothing’s cheap these days. Not low-
calorie Salisbury steak, not hair-dos, not manicures. So
how can I relax?”

“Beer doesn’t grow on trees either,” she says.

“This..” Tsay, lifting the Bud. “This is as good as
life gets soretimes.”

L eat a bowl full of strawberry ice cream in bed every
night after enjoying some cigarettes. Maryanne gets her
own spoon from the kitchen and takes some bites of it
when she’s lying next to me, rummaging through her
Cosmo magazine, tearing out pictures of worben she calls
glamorous; women she’d like to look like, if only she
were twenty years younger.

She takes a spoonful of ice cream, allows it to settle

on her tongue and studies the torn-away pictures, shuf-
fling them like playing cards. My heart jumps through
my chest when, out of no where, she throws them into
the end-table drawer and slams it shu,

“It just isn’c fair,” she says in a fake-cry voice. With
her hands she begins smoothing out the creases on her
black stretch pants, as if this will make her thinner. She
stands up from the bed and strains to see over her shoul-
der as she models her hind-end for herself in the mirror
above the dresser, first one way and then the nexr.
Through the mirror she can see 'm not paying atten-
tion, so she speaks up.

“Well?" She asks.

“Well, what?” This is one of those no-win situations
Maryanne gets me into when she's feeling obese.

“Do 1 look fat?” she asks. Only, she is not tooking
for an answer, so much as judging my facial expression.

I play the game anyway, take a good hard look at her
body. I think, not fat...not thin, but nor far. I mean, 1
like Maryanne’s body the way it is.

Just to be safe, I say, “You look real thin today,
Maryanne.” 1 use the word “today” because tomorrow,
she’ll stand in that mirror and ask me all over again,

“You're just saying that,” Maryanne says. This is the
tricky part, I've got to maintain my expression of belicv-
ability. I can't let her break me now.

“I'm serious, you look great.”

Determined, Maryanne moves away from the mirror
and takes another spoonful of my ice-cream. She pops it
into her mouth and stands for a moment stifled in seri-
ous thought. Then she asks, “How can you eat this smff
every night?”

“You don't seem to mind ir.”

She fills her spoon once more and with her free hand
continues smoothing out her stretch pants. “Calories like
this,” she says, “don’t count.” ‘

Maryanne stays up watching late night television
reruns. Old programs from the seventies, mostly. From
where I'm lying in bed finishing up this ice cream, T can
see the static light coming from the Sony we charged at
Sears and the fake log revalving in the fake fireplace,
flashing red and gold in the corner. Living in a trailer is
kind of like looking inside a cardboard tube once the
paper towels are finished. The beanty of it is that you
can see everything from anywhere. But sometimes being
aware of everything can be a rea) problem when you’re
trying to relax.

“Don’t eat too much of that swff, Billy. You’ll have
bad dreams again,” shouts Maryanne above the voice of
J.R. Ewing. A “Dallas” rerun.

“Don't deny me my simple pleasures,” I tell her.
“You said yourself, learn to relax. Well, I'm relaxing.” 1
finish what’s lefr of my strawberry ice crearm, wiping up
the last of it with my finger. I set the bowl onto the end
table and place my hand to my belly. Flesh is beginning
to run over the elastic of my baxers. [ think, tomorrow.
Tomorrow I will get some exercise,

But for tonight, P'm gonna relax, PIl begin by light-
ing up another cigarette and slide even farther under the
covers, When I blow smoke into the living room,
Maryantie coughs. She turns away from the tube for just
a second. She says, “You're going to have bad dreams
tonight, Billy. I just know it. T can’t take another night
of your squirming: T work too, you know.”

“I won’t squirm, Maryanne,” [ insist, blowing smoke
rings at the ceiling.

“What makes you so sure?”

“Because I know me. How can I know anybody if I
don't already know me?” I fee! for my stomach under-
neath the covers, squeeze 2 handful of flesh and think, 1
just wish there wasn't so much of me to know.

Later on, after Maryanne and I fall asleep, it happens
sure enough, just like Maryanne said it would, I dream

sure enough, just like Maryanne said it would. 1 drean
of six men trying to kill me for my job. All six are hol
ing on to me, three on each side. Pm nearly dead, but
see everything as if I'm watching like a bystander. T dis
cover all six men arc really the same man. There are 5:
J. R. Ewings using my head like a battering ram, pounc
ing it against the imitation fireplace. Pounding and
pounding, the explosions real and painful.

L wake up to find I've been slamming my head again
the end table again, against my forchead, just above my
right eye. This isn’t the first time I've felt the slam likc
sledgehammer. Itisn’t the first time 've woken
Maryanne up by screaming, “Thank the Lord, thank th
Lord!”

She lifts her head from bencath a foam pillow, wipes
away a strand of saliva from the corner of her mouth, *
told you,"” she says, adjusting the plastic wrapping that
surrounds her rollers, those long, prickly, pink, tubular
things that hold her beehive together when she sleeps,

“Goddammit, Billy. You're dreaming again. Why
can’t you learn to relax?” She leans over to read the
clock-radio beneath the table lamp, in the moonlight,

I say nothing, not a word. Icant help it. It out of
my hands when Pm aslecp. Itk got something to do wit
eating before bedtime and smoking cigarettes. It’s got
something to do with this trailer we bought and the fur-
niture we charged to fill it. Irs got a lot to do with six
men after my job. Six guys that want to be super, like
myself,

There’s something else, too. Something that makes
me have these bad dreams. All thase rolters Maryanne
uses to maintain that beehive, just rubbing against my
head night after night like sandpaper. 1 suppose I shouid
say something to her about it. Simple enough. But you
know, it’ not really that simple. I can’t make Maryanne
stop using them, I can't make Maryanne give up on
making herself pretty,

Sometimes you have to compromise, count your
blessings, learn to live with a little pain. For instance,
when I slam my head against the end table, I always
wake up saying the same thing: “Thank the Lord.” You.
see, I'm grateful to Him for sparing my eye. I remember
what my mother taught me a fong time ago: Blood on
cloth, she said, makes a terrific stain.

-And you know, piliow cases and bed sheets don't
grow on trees. Who needs zil thar mess, all that fuss
when there’s already so many things to worry about?
Besides, I really need a2 good night's sleep for a change.
Because tomorrow--I"}l tell you abour tomorrow.
Tomorrow is the day I begin doing it all over again.
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