The Waitress of Al- Fanar
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T

he sound of captain Alexander woke me from sleep. He said the flight will land in Abu Dhabi air port in another 20 minutes. I was flying to Abu Dhabi in Gulf Air flight. The beautiful airhostesses clad in blue shirts and cream coloured miniskirts quickly finished their services and ran towards their seat. The flight was ready to land in the air port. Sign for fastening the seat belts was on.  Ten minutes later when the flight touched the ground, I heard a child crying in fear, may be three four rows behind my seat. I had to wait almost fifteen minutes to collect my baggage from the baggage claim section. The lady sitting in the immigration counter didn’t have a feminine look and  she was giving a suspicious look at me, while going through my passport.  Do I look like a terrorist or a mafia don? I asked myself. 

Raju was the driver waiting for picking me from the airport. From my name and my looks he understood that I also belong to the same place as his. He started talking to me in  my native language. I was happy to see a person from my own city to welcome me in a foreign land. The drive right monitor in the car showed that the speed is 100 km per hour. The road was straight and  all the vehicles were maintaining the streamline flow. Half and hour later I was lying on the comfortable cushion in my room in Hotel Grand. That was a beach side hotel, situated quietly, away from the crowded city roads. It had a revolving restaurant on its top. They called it Al- Fanar  roof top restaurant. It was above the 25th floor. From the glass window of my room in 12th floor, I could see the skyscrapers rising high to kiss the sky. But nowhere near me I could make a glimpse of greenery. It was all concrete jungle. Since I arrived early in the morning and the official work was to start from the next day, I had plenty of time to sleep. After having an hour long bath in the bath tub, I pushed myself into the blanket on my bed, trying to relax myself. 

The melodious voice of the receptionist was my wake up call, next day morning.  At about 8.00 in the morning I was in front of the lift to the roof top restaurant for having breakfast.  Within seconds I was inside the  restaurant.  It was round in shape with seats  laid along the rim. .  I put my bag on a seat which was by the side of the sea. I could see the blue sea stretching to the horizon.  While sitting on the chair and waiting for someone to take the order, I was looking at the ripples created by a boat that sailed through the calm inlet of sea  visible from my seat. The ripples spread slowly and  finally merged into the calm water far behind the boat. New ripples were generated behind the boat as it sailed. Definitely it was a symbolic representation of life.

I was brought back from thoughts by the voice of a waitress. She was tall, white  and fare and the Chinese origin was clear from her face and name. The nameplate on her shirt read “Xiang”. The cross in the golden chain she wore revealed her Christian faith also. All these observations were made in a few seconds as if in a reflex action. But what I noticed specially was the lack of a  smile on her  face, which any  waitress should have.  Her face was gloomy, and I felt she was working just mechanically like a robot. She took the order and served the food immediately. I had  a cup of orange juice, corn flakes and hot milk for my break fast. When I finished the break fast, I signed the bill  and  I thanked her for the service expecting a smiling face, in return  which I have seen in all restaurants I had been. But the response was as cold as Antartican ice.

I rushed to the office for attending the workshop which was supposed to start by 9.00. When I reached I found that I was the only foolish guy to spoil the sleep in the early morning in a hurry to be punctual. By 9.30 the seminar hall was full and all of the attendees were experienced veterans with experiences not less than 7 years. I felt like a rat in a crowd of elephants. The whole day was  full of discussions and presentations. Once again I was like a student, sitting on  a chair looking into the board, and taking notes in the scribbling pad. It was nice to be a student after a gap of about three years.

The workshop coordinators provided us with packet lunch. So I didn’t have to go out for that. But for dinner, I found out a south Indian restaurant  at a walking distance from the hotel. To my surprise the people in that restaurant were all from my native place. I felt as if I am at home. 

The workshop was for five days. All five days I had break fast from the Al-Fanar roof top restaurant. Everyday the waitress  who served me, was the same, Mrs. Xiang. Though I didn’t like her just because she didn’t smile, I slowly developed a respect towards her as she was prompt in her services to all the customers . I couldn’t find any lapse in her way of working. 

On the forth day of the seminar, I came out of the seminar hall immediately after the class was finished, without waiting to check my e-mails. I wanted to go out for shopping. I had a long list of things to be bought. I took  a cab and came back to the hotel. In another fifteen minutes I was ready to go to the shopping complex. Since it was near the hotel I decided to walk. I was careful while crossing the road because the left hand driving system was always putting me in trouble. I used to look at the wrong side of the road for vehicles and they used to come from the other side. In the ten minutes walk along the pavement I could see at least a hundred people of my native place, Kerala. Demographic information given by one of my colleague put the number of Keralites as ten lack out of thirteen lack foreigners.  

The door of the Emirates General Shopping Complex was not that attractive. But  when I entered into the complex, I had to change my impression.  It was really a big supermarket. People of many nationalities were moving here and there pulling out different items from the shelves into the baskets they had. I also joined them  with the list of items held in my hands. Toffees, shampoos, face creams, lotions, and so many items fell into my basket. A packet of  hair clips I took for my brother’s daughters. It was priced 5 dirhams . When I found all the items  I  moved towards the cash counter to make the payment. The young lady sitting in the counter scanned the price tags in each item and told me the total amount. I pulled out my wallet and counted the foreign currency. The unfamiliar colour and letters of the currency made it uneasy for me to count the money quickly. But at last I found that the total amount I had was short by 4 dirhams to make the complete payment. The lady said they don’t take the traveler’s cheques when I requested to use the traveler’s cheque I had. I thought I will better leave the hair clip and make the payment with whatever money I have. All this must have taken around five minutes time. I was in front of the queue in that counter. When  the lady was about to remove the hair clip, a female sound stopped her. I looked back to identify the source of that sound. It was the waitress of the root top restaurant, Mrs. xiang. With a faint smile, rare on her face,  she said

“ Sir, you can take the five dirhams from me. You don’t have to leave that stuff. You can pay me back in the restaurant”. The audio and video signals she sent were so strong that I had to accept the  money to make the payment. After making the payment, I waited outside the main counter for her to come out. In  less than five minutes she came out. Then I noticed that she was not alone. She was holding the tender hands of a kid, a girl of may be four years. That little figure was carrying a small violin box in her hand.  When Mrs. Xiang  came towards me, I extended my sincere thanks to her for the help. As we were talking I cam to know that she is staying in an apartment near to the Grand Hotel. The evening was a perfect surrounding for a stroll. The ice was broken and when we talked the conversation never sounded like the one  between a waitress and a customer. But it was like the conversation between two individuals, having similarities  in their attitudes towards life, and  ambitions. I came to know that she lost her husband just two weeks back. I noticed her struggles    to hide her grief while saying that. Without much guess I could understand the reason why there was no smile on her face while serving in the restaurant. She said that she works in the evening as a violin teacher. I wondered how come the fingers that handle the porcelain  plates roughly, can make the violin strings sing of emotions. The little round eyes of her daughter were shining like diamonds in the faint light of the  evening. She was totally slipped into a world of her own.

The next day evening I had to check out by 9.00 in the night. Before that I thought I will have the dinner from Al-Fanar restaurant. It was 7.30 in the night and when I entered into the restaurant I was surprised to see Mrs. Xiang there.

“You don’t have the violin class today ?” I asked her 

“My friend  working with me had to go  urgently. So I am taking her duty also. I will take a day off when she comes back”. She said with a soft voice.

While I was having the dinner, I notice the restaurant was slowly revolving. The sign boards on the building which were right in front of me appeared towards my left after some time. From the rooftop I could see the whole city illuminated with bulbs and neon lights.  

When I finished,  Mrs. Xiang brought the bill in a folded leather cover. I signed it and put a 20 dirham note over it.  She came to the table and  took the leather cover, but not the currency. Neither she asked me, nor I had the mind to say that  it  is the money I took and  the tips for the services. When she moved towards the cash counter I took the note back and put it in my wallet. When I said I am checking out she called the reception and informed about the payment so that they could make my bills ready. When I stood up to leave the room, she said

“Good to see you sir. Have a nice journey back”

I didn’t forget to thank her again. While I was waiting for the lift door to open up and take me down to the reception, I looked at the cash counter of the Restaurant again. She was there with a smile on her face. That appeared like the smile of  Mona Lisa of Leonardo Da Vinci, which has complex emotions, not interpreted yet.  I knew that the best Interpreters of the world also would have failed to unwrap the feelings behind that smile.

At the reception  I was greeted by Kamal an Indian guy, who took out my bills. I made the payment and kept the bills carefully, inside my bag, for getting the reimbursement.  Suddenly my eyes caught the attention of a photograph on the wall on the reception. The caption  of that photograph was “ The employee of the year 2000”. The familiar face on that photograph  had a very pleasant smile and it was  none other than the  lady I met in the restaurant, the waitress of Al-Fanar, Mrs. Xiang.
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