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“THE HEIRLOOM TOMATO” 
Nick Wineriter 

 

 
“It is very fresh, sir,” said the waiter. 
“But that’s not what I asked you,” said the man. “I want to know, does it taste good?” 
“Fresh is good, sir.” 
“I know fresh is good, but does it taste good is what I asked you,” said the man again. 
The waiter was familiar with this type. Demanding and high maintenance. But he was trained 

to not be offended by this kind of behavior. He could bear insults just as good as a Franciscan friar. 
The wait staff here were of the old-school Italian type. Present, but also not present. All 

business, all formal. They moved seamlessly between the kitchen and the dining room. No talking to 
customers as if they were someone’s uncle. 

The waiter would not introduce himself when he first approached the table. No “Hi, I’m 
Thurston, and I’ll be your waiter tonight.” No reciting specials. If something wasn’t on the menu, they 
didn’t have it. His first words were “Good evening, and welcome. May I take your drink order?” 

His dress was impeccable. Black trousers with a shiny black stripe up each pant leg. Starched, 
crisp white shirt with a black bow tie. Not a wrap-around bow tie, or a clip on. Each member of the 
wait staff had to learn how to tie a traditional bow tie. They also wore a long floor-length pressed 
white apron. Each had black dress shoes that looked like they were spit-shined, not shined with a 
Hershey bar. Hair was slicked back, like a 1930s crooner. And woe to any wait staff that came to 
lineup without looking extra sharp. If so, no questions were asked. They were sternly told that their 
services would not be needed that evening. 

Lucius was seated at a corner table. He was by himself, and was a bit self-conscious of that, 
being a lone diner in a busy restaurant. So a corner table was fine by him. He had a good vantage 
point from this position, which gave him a bird’s eye view of the entire dining room. Being 7:30 on a 
Thursday evening, all operations were in full swing, looking as if the earlier dress rehearsals were fine 
tuned to a high fever pitch. 

Lucius was an only child, and learned from an early age to get along by himself. He often 
amused himself with games of solitaire or jigsaw puzzles. Anything he could entertain himself with. 
And immersing himself in books was a way he often did.  

The bar was in full view. Very inviting. A long rectangular bar with twelve stools. There were 
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three Tiffany-style lamps hanging from the ceiling, all equidistant from each other. 
Normally he would have stopped at the bar before dinner. After about four Negronis, he 

would have then navigated his way to a table. But those days were in the past. About as close to a bar 
as he got these days was the coffee bar at the local AA meeting. 
The only problem with this corner table was the kitchen door, which was about six feet away. Not 
that it was a bad thing, but restaurant kitchens are noisy, and a bit distracting from a fine dining 
experience. When the door opened and closed each time a waiter passed through, he could hear pots 
and pans clanging against each other, the chef shouting orders when he wasn’t screaming at 
someone, and waiters arguing who had the first rights to the flounder order waiting to be picked up. 

An advantage from this corner table was the aromas wafting through that kitchen door. The 
fresh coffee smell, along with a sizzling ribeye which obviously was topped off with a pat of butter, 
were strong stimulants to build up his appetite. 

The waiter brought the first course to the man’s table. Not just an heirloom tomato, but a 
fresh heirloom tomato, as the waiter previously implied. Each of the two slices was topped with a 
wedge of mozzarella cheese and drizzled with the house dressing.  

“Fresh house dressing,” the waiter said, placing the oval shaped plate before the man.  
“Yes, fresh is good,” said the man.  
Slicing the first bite off the tomato, the man then tasted the freshness, accented with the 

drizzled cheese. Not bad, he thought. Actually, he could tell it was fresh. Very fresh. 
The man finished his first course, had some sips of his herbal tea, and waited for the next 

ensuing course. And waited. And waited some more. Is this really taking this long for the second 
appetizer to come out? he thought. At this rate, the waiter’s tip would dive into the single digits. 
     The waiter came over and tried explaining to the man that the kitchen was backed up, and there 
was a staff shortage this evening. 

“But that’s not my problem,” said the man. “That’s management’s problem. Customers don’t 
want to hear about the restaurant’s problems.” 

“So sorry, sir,” said the waiter, clearing the empty plate.  “I’ll see what I can do.” 
Before the man finished his tea, the hallmark of appetizers arrived. The succulent snails in 

their butter and garlic sauce were heavenly. He tore off a wedge of French bread, spread a thin layer 
of butter on it, and dipped it in the sauce.  

With the first bite, his taste buds did a dance on his tongue. Not just any dance, but a tango. 
The food and his taste buds would soon marry. And what a celebration it would be! Right up there 
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with the wedding feast at Cana! 
Lucius had always been a slow eater. Not to be confused with the Slow Food movement. He 

wanted to enjoy and savor every morsel. As much as he wanted to quickly devour his food, that would 
only speed up the process of feeling full. He wanted to postpone that for as long as possible. At these 
prices, he wanted that feeling of completeness to come at a later time. The time-frame from feeling 
hungry to feeling full was analogous to the same buildup as from that first sip of  a cocktail to the 
euphoric feeling of being pleasantly semi-drunk.  

Twenty minutes later, Lucius dipped the last wedge of bread into the remaining garlic and 
butter sauce. He pressed the bread down hard, as to soak any leftover sauce into every nook and 
cranny. The morsel was saturated as it passed into his mouth. The empty plate was then whisked away 
by the waiter on his next pass by. 

The first and second course plates were now attended to by the dishwasher. As Lucius waited 
for his main course, he thought of the cocktail he would normally be imbibing. If not a Negroni, then 
probably a Rusty Nail. He normally didn’t think of drinking, unless he was in some type of social 
environment. To counter this compulsion, he would think of the long view of drinking. The short view 
was slow, pleasant inebriation. The long view was being drunk by the time he got home, having a 
restless sleep, and waking up hungover, with auditory hallucinations of whatever was the last 
Springsteen song he listened to before passing out. The long view of drinking usually sobered up his 
desires for several cocktails, or as he would tell the bartender, “Let’s sprinkle the infield again.” 

Every year on June 19, Lucius celebrated his anniversary of his last drink by imbibing several 
Arnold Palmers. A very refreshing non-alcoholic drink, minus the “kick,” he often thought. With 
seven years of sobriety in, his “kick” was just being sober every day. Quite an accomplishment, he 
said to himself. 

But next year would be different. Instead of celebrating June 19, the anniversary of his last 
drink, he would celebrate June 20, the anniversary of his first day of sobriety. Lucius picked June 19 
to stop, as that was the feast day of Venerable Matt Talbot, the patron of alcoholics—an Irish drunk 
who gave up alcohol “for the love of God.” 

He often remembered going to St. Arnold’s Bar, one of his favorite watering holes. St. 
Arnold was the patron saint of brewers. He thought if he was drinking in a bar called St. Arnold’s, 
then consuming alcohol couldn’t have been such a bad thing. 

Seems like the Catholic church had a patron saint for everything. If one looked hard enough, 
he thought, there was probably even a patron saint for snake handlers. But then he thought: what if 
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Venerable Matt Talbot and St. Arnold were standing next to each other in Heaven. Would there be a 
confrontation? 

After what seemed like an eternity, the waiter made another pass-by and delivered the main 
course. “I think you’ll find this worth the wait, sir,” said the waiter. “It is very fresh, sir.” 

Staring up at Lucius was a delicate display of surf-and-turf. A slab of bone-in short ribs, cut 
thinly in the Korean style. The secret here, before putting the meat to the flames, was seasoning it 
with nothing but salt and pepper, and slightly tainting it with butter that had been flavored with a 
Malbec wine. Sheer slices of braised octopus sidled up next to the ribs. A very nice complement. 

Accompanying this was a side dish of well-cooked eggplant that seemed as if it had been 
agitated into an almost-mousse-like texture that had been infiltrated with some feta cheese. His 
dinner reminded Lucius of why he was a foodie now. Yes, so much better than being a fixture on a bar 
stool. But then again, maybe not, he thought. 

Lucius remembered all the relapses he had as he slowly ate his meal. He used to write the 
date of his last drink in the “Big Book” of Alcoholics Anonymous. He started on the front inside 
cover, then went to the back inside cover when he ran out of room. With all the last drink dates 
jammed together, he had to then get another copy of the Big Book. And then a third copy. 

His relapses would start with the thought of picking up again. He would think of the glow, and 
the calming effect. These thoughts often would override his sobriety. The first sip and swallow would 
mark the end of the relapse. The relapses began with the thought or idea of drinking again, and 
actually ended with the first drink. The first of many drinks. The first drink signaled the end of the 
relapse, which would often last for days. 

This was then followed by the morning-after remorse, be it a day, a week, or a month. 
Remorse would laugh in his face. It would call Lucius a coward. Remorse would often have a hideous 
grin on its face. The last thing a drunk wants to see when he opens his eyes is a grin on someone, or 
something’s, face. It was always a face of despair, despite the grin.  

Lucius came to believe that his relapses were part of his recovery, when in reality they were 
part of the disease. There could be no other explanation. He wanted no other explanation. It was just 
part of the process of getting sober. He also rationalized them by thinking that if he relapsed, he 
never really quit. So if he never really quit, then technically, there was no relapse. You had to have 
quit for there to be a relapse.  

By the time Lucius finished dinner, two hours had passed. He looked for the waiter, who was 
nowhere to be seen. He wanted the check. Now, not yesterday. His head turned, left to right, almost 
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a complete turnaround, like Reagan in The Exorcist. Now, if he didn’t look like a customer in search 
of his waiter, then he didn’t know what did. Didn’t any of the wait staff see him? he thought. What 
does it take, he wanted to yell out, to get some service in this toilet?!  “I’m here, I’m a person who 
obviously needs something,” he said to himself, hoping someone would hear him. May as well be 
talking into a canyon, he thought, as all I’m getting is an echo inside my head. Where’s a human when 
you need one? he thought. 

The waiter finally appeared, as if on cue. His cue, not mine, thought Lucius. 
When the waiter brought Lucius his change back, Lucius told him to keep it, as his tip. The 

waiter bowed and thanked him, making Lucius feel as if this waiter was made just to serve him, and 
him alone. 

“Will there be anything else, sir?” said the waiter. 
“No, thank you.” 
“Just one more thing, sir,” said the waiter. 
“Yes?” 
“Next time you dine with us, please think of me as a person, not a servant.” 

 
     
 


