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The Tortellini Incident

I wasn't more than a few weeks into my second semester of teaching at Alexandria Bay College when I received an invitation from Dr. and Mrs. Josef Steinmetz to a cocktail party at their home. 

Guessing he was a professor, I looked through my catalog and discovered that Steinmetz was a distinguished professor of Physics.

I'd been tossing around in my mind the idea of calling Maisie up and this seemed to present an ideal opportunity.

Maisie was an extremely attractive math instructor that I'd met at a faculty cocktail party.

"Want to go to Dr. Steinmetz's party?" I said, when she answered the phone. 

"What party?" she inquired.

"This Friday night—at their house—the Steinmetz's—and all the other Metz's.  I'm a Metz fan."

"I don't think he's one of those New York Mets.  He's from Germany."

"So much the better," I said.  "Want to go?"

"Well, I don't know," she said.  "What time?"

In a moment, to my surprise, I'd sealed the deal.

I picked her up at the appointed time at her apartment.  She let me in for a moment. 

Her apartment was, shall I say, scantily clad.  A wisp of a small Christmas tree, no more than three feet high, lingered on a table.

"Let's go," she said, as she put on a hat and gloves.  I helped her on with her coat. Oh, so gently.  It had a fox fur collar.

I was truly enamored of this chick.

I had some familiarity with Steinmetz's neighborhood, one of the few nice ones near the campus.  Dr. Semerad, my department head, lived on the same street. I had dropped off some papers at Semerad's house before, so I thought I knew my way.

When I got within a block I noticed cars parked all over the place.  Attending the party, I figured.  So I got a parking spot as close as I could.

We walked down the sidewalk quietly.  There were a few snowflakes but it wasn't that cold.  We saw the house, all lit up.  Party revelers in the house could be seen from the sidewalk through the windows.

We walked up to the door and I rang the bell.

The door swung open and Mrs. Semerad was there.

"Come on in," she exclaimed.

Mrs. Semerad was a truly beautiful woman, with a friendly way about her.  Maisie and I stepped inside.  The music was blaring. Men had Hawaiian shirts on. Women had leis around their necks and adorning their waists were artificial grass skirts.  Everyone was dancing.  There was a paper mache palm tree in the corner.

"Would you introduce me to Dr. Steinmetz?" I said to Mrs. Semerad. I was shouting somewhat over the din. "I've never met him." 

"He's not here," she said.  "He lives down the street."

Before this sank in, I waved back to a doctor who I had seen a few days previously for the painful right shoulder problem I had been having.

"Down the street?" I said, my uneasiness rising.

"Yes," Mrs. Semerad said.  "Were you heading for their party?"

"Why, yes," I said.  "As a matter of fact I was."

"Well, you're not the first.  This is Dr. Mallow's house.  Why don't you stay?"

I couldn't believe it.  I was in my orthopedic surgeon's house.

"Well, I'd love to," I said.  "Maybe some other time, though.  I think I R.S.V.P.'d."

"O.K.  See you soon." 

Then she turned and said to Maisie, "Watch out for the Tortellini."

"The Tortellini?" Maisie said.

"Yes.  Someone else was here earlier also on their way to the Steinmetz's.  They dropped a casserole dish full of Tortellini on the sidewalk.  We picked it up.  Got most of it."

At this point we were outside.  Mrs. Semerad was pointing out a damp spot on the sidewalk leading up to the house.

"Thanks for the warning," I said, and we headed out.

"I can't believe we just did that," Maisie said, with a smile, as she took my arm and we walked down the sidewalk to the party we were invited to.

"I know," I said, feeling great about Maisie holding my arm, grinning, as we walked on.

The party at Dr. Steinmetz's house can be described in one word: "Gruesome."

After being inside a few minutes, I expected to meet Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi.  I remember looking up at dark wood rafters, and wondering if there were any bats up there.  The entire place was outfitted in a dark wood motif, shall we say, with German crests, pictures of the Black Forest, Nutcracker figurines, and everything was dark, dark, dark.  But holding center stage was the long table in the cathedral ceilinged dining room, where the buffet was.

I was introduced to professors, administrators, wives and husbands, even children.

Maisie turned to me and whispered, "If I say I want to leave, please take me home."

"No problem," I said, and someone who said she had to meet someone else took her away.

So, I was standing there, plate in hand, and an older woman said to me, "You'll just have to try the Tortellini.  It's delicious."

"No thanks," I said, and I looked on to see people taking spoonfuls of large green ring pasta with something like chicken in a sauce.

"Looks good, though," I said.  "Who brought it?"

"Oh, I think that was Lucy and George Kolitis.  Have you met them?"

Whereupon, I was introduced to Mr. and Mrs. Kolitis, standing nearby, with slightly sheepish grins on their faces, looking over the Tortellini, and having heaps of praise poured all over them for their delicious concoction.

"Gee, I'm sorry I didn't bring anything," I said to Mrs. Steinmetz, who I'd been introduced to earlier.

"Don't even think of it," she said warmly, as we all turned to watch Alexandria Bay College President, Karen Lipton, and her husband Ron, enter from the front door, to wild applause, as if they were celebrities.

Mr. Lipton had on a skimmer, a white, flat hat that men wore in the 1920s.  He never took it off all night.  The hatband read, "Lipton for Assembly."  Apparently he was running for office.  I later learned he was an incumbent.

It was truly pathetic.  All I could think of were Kurtz's words: "The horror.  The horror."

Yes, there was horror there, and even more so for me. Maisie stepped up to me, a bit tipsy, and said, "I'll see you later.  I've got a ride."

"You've got a ride?" I said, to practically no one, since she had already slipped through the crowd.  I just got a glimpse of her leaving through the back door with a young man in a white shirt.  It was a short-sleeved white shirt. I'll always hate white short-sleeved shirts.

So, as that horrible evening wore on, I became more convinced I should have stayed at the other party.  I wondered if there was some message—some meaning to it all.

What wrong headed or correct twist of fate led me to insist on attending a party I was invited to, rather than stay at a better one that I had by chance stumbled upon?

I called Maisie several times.  I never heard back from her.
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Emo Goth Girl

l

Henry was in the Bugle Bagel shop, where he used to go on an occasional Thursday afternoon for lunch, so he could read the newspapers there. They usually had a USA Today that carried the RPI rankings of college basketball teams.

As he picked up the newspaper, and headed over to a table with his honey-walnut cream cheese on cinnamon and raisin bagel, some one called out, "Hey! Henry!"

He looked over. It was an old classmate from college, Ben Brisson, who he was on the La Cross team with a few years before.

"Oh, hi, Ben," he said, as he approached the table.

"Sit down, Henry. Have lunch with us," Ben said. 

He was sitting with a girl with large black sunglasses on, all dressed in black, with dark purple lipstick and black fingernail polish. She seemed familiar. Henry sat down.

"How's it going?" Henry said. The girl just looked away.

"Great. Great," Ben said. "Just got a new job in the bookstore next door."

"Excellent."

"Oh, yeah. Like, minimum wage. But, hoping it will hold me over until I can get something real. What are you doing?"

"Practicing law."

"Nice."

Finally the girl spoke up. "How long is this going to take? Is he going to be here long?"

"Martha, come on," Ben said.

"I haven't got time for this," she said.

Henry got up. "Well, I guess I'll take off. Nice seeing you, Ben."

"Yeah, sorry, Henry."
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About three weeks later, Henry was in Bugle Bagel again, on a Thursday afternoon. There was Ben and the girl, sitting next to each other, at a table. Again, Ben waved him over.

"Come on," he said. "Sit down with us."

"Ah, no thanks, Ben. I got to go."

The girl reached out and grabbed his arm. "Please. Sit down."

Silently, he did. She had the big black sunglasses on, and was dressed in black again. She smiled. Now Henry knew where he'd seen her before. She was Ben's sister. She used to come to their games on a rare occasion, and watch from the sidelines. She was one of their only fans.

Ben grinned as he chewed on his bagel.

"Listen," Martha said. "I'm sorry about before. I'm just getting used to stuff."

She reached over and put her hand on his left arm, then ran her hand up his arm to his shoulder, then over his neck, to the left side of his face. She felt his face, and ran her fingers down his nose, and dragged her fingertip over his upper lip. "No mustache," she said.

"Yeah, it's gone."

"I liked that."

Yes, now Henry remembered, it was Ben's emo goth sister. She always dressed in black, like she was frozen in some type of fashion that had come and gone.

He'd only spoke a few words to her before, but he liked her.

"Seems like Martha lost her sight," Ben said. "We hope it's something temporary, but who knows?"

"I was sick," she said. "Had an accident-got struck by lightning-by God. Who knows?"
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A week later, Henry was at the Bugle, but Ben and Martha weren't there. He had a few minutes, so he stopped in at the bookstore. Ben was at the counter, waiting on a customer.

There was Martha, sitting in a rocking chair in the front window, staring at the window, but it had advertisements for books all over it, so you couldn't see out.

Henry went over to her and said, "Hi."

She turned a bit towards him and smiled. "Oh, hi. Henry!"

"Yeah, it's me."

"I can see a bit, you know."

Ben was still with another customer. "Want to go to the Bugle with me?"

"Sure." She got up and took his arm. "Ben, we're going to the Bugle."

"Okay."
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Hotlanta

Reader, I'm here for you.

That's what I used to say, or think.

Now, it's, don't get involved—none of your business. Move along. There's nothing to see here.

As I pack up my belongings-or longings-whatever-searching out a good landfill which will properly house my library of the obvious-all the crap that I've written-that's how I feel at this point.

I'll be honest with you. For quite a while now, I've been on cruise control, with the lights out upstairs, just going through the motions, like some Freihofer's bread truck horse following the route because that's what he's always done. But that horse is better-smarter than I am-at least he had a bag of oats to stick his nose in at the end of the day. Me, I only had hope. But then, gone completely-that hope was dashed.

I guess I'll make up a name for her. She, who hightailed it away from me-let's call her Nanci-Ann, Sunsett-Nancy for short.

There's a Simpson's episode in which a little girl stands in Bart's tree house, rips his heart right out of his chest and says, "You won't be needing this." Then she throws it in traffic.

This is exactly what happened to me. It was like watching a videotape replay when I saw that show.

Why do guys want to win Olympic medals, run for president, or become a movie star? Some girl broke their heart. They think, like I did, that if I become famous-important-she'll wake up and say, "Wait a minute. Maybe I was wrong to cancel him from my memory banks with extreme prejudice."

As we all know, I am a world famous, award-winning novelist. It was truly sweet to rope in that Pulitzer.

So, I'm in Hotlanta, at some truly desperate Faulkner smack down, shilling my book, "The Greatest Novel Ever Written," when I hear that Ramp O'Metric, that incredible rapper, who won the Nobel prize for giving away millions of condos with biblical phrases on them to starving Africans, was in the next conference room. 

He was there, at the Hotlanta Paris Hilton Hilton, to do a reading of his new number one best selling novel, "The Truth." That got my attention
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