Jennifer Mendez

Professor Abreu 




      Filled with knowledge


We arrived just minutes before five O clock, the sun had already set, a reminder that summer was long gone. Freezing from the unexpected cold, we grasped open the doors, glass with a deep wooden frame, showing all who passed the quaint elegance that had awaited us. Warmth quickly filled us as we ruffled in panting, but not from the cold, but from the excitement that was set. A menu rich with detail promising to fill us not with food but knowledge. 

We reach beyond the second entrance door, to find an empty dining room, an eerie silence surrounding us. For a moment I felt taken back in time the year 1940’s starlets dressed for a night on the town filling the space, their laughter one of musical comedy as they gossip over the new directors and auditions that await them, a jazz band wearing white tuxedos plays upbeat swing music, lighting up the room. Lucille Ball could have occupied one these tables, Marilyn Monroe perched on a seat by the bar, as eager crowd of suitors beg her to sing one more time. 


Suddenly I am taken back to reality by a warm voice, “Hello ladies welcome, would you like to check your coats and bags?”  “Sure,” we reply and the young lady takes our things still beaming. Handing us each a plastic hexagon a number embedded with gold lettering. Already we feel special. I glance at my friend Neidaly, we each beam. I walk over to the front of the dining room, a podium awaits us with two smiling gentlemen in black suits, ready with welcoming words. 
“Reservation for two, under Jennifer Mendez,” I reply. The lead gentleman quickly finds my name and tells the other, “Table for two in the back.” This gentleman makes eye contact with us and smiling says “right this way.” Moments later we are lead to our table one side a wooden chair open, the other a leather booth seat for one. Our host moves the table allowing me to set in the booth, and then closes me in by moving the table back to its space. He then pulls open the chair allowing Neidaly to sit. With a final glance he says “Enjoy your meal.” 

We are then left with nothing but the uncanny silence of the empty room. We look around to find a sea of servers standing in a corner some staring into space, others chattering excitedly. The room becomes cold and awkward. I feel as if I am on a stage, a crowd of servers watching my every move, judging. We observe our table uniform white napkins folded almost shining in the center of our place setting. On my right an empty water glass sits by an empty wine glass. The glasses each spotted with dried water stains, maybe these glasses where here from the 1940s. I shine them in the light to get a better look, when I am approached by our front server. Who seems insulted by my analysis. “May I help you?” he asks, no smile welcoming me.  “No thank you,” I respond.  He leaves for a moment. Returning with two menus and a wine list. “These are your wines, and this is your menu,” he says and then walks away disappearing to the other side of the room. We stare into our menus, yet find ourselves lost in the cuisine, our tour guide swept away, back into the sea of servers. We navigate on our own through yellow fin tuna and duck confit risotto before making our final choices.  Waiting for our server to return, we gaze at the space around us. The room lightly lit, music playing gently in the background. Ice buckets on stands are stationed around the room. I find them interesting, providing guest with the option to purchase a bottle of wine without having it burden the small table. And yet the wine is placed almost on pedestal ready to showcase its own class.  I imagine the servers, providing this service, classically pouring a glass of Prosecco, sparking wine to a party celebrating a birthday.

I then begin to observe my setting, the silverware free of water stains shines, as it awaits its use. I observe it closer, wondering if I can see my reflection, I can. As I stare at my reflection, I hear our server return, “can I take your order?” His tone makes me uncomfortable, almost like he doesn’t want to be here. 

“Yes, I would like the 28 day aged steak, can I have it well done?” I reply. His face wrinkles and he replies with such sass that I am taken aback. “of course you can have it well done, It’s your steak.” 
Neidaly is next to order, “can we share the goat cheese tortellini appetizer and I would the seafood salad afterwards.” He jots down our order and then holds a hand out for the menu, “And no wines?” he asks. “No thank you, not tonight,” I reply I can see the disappointment in his face. With that he disappears to the back of the house. 

Suddenly, a back server arrives at our table to serve us water, the young gentleman, does not stare at us, yet pours the water with perfect accuracy, not a single drop touching the floor. I admire the concentration, and smile at Neidaly. We begin a conversation analyzing the uniforms of the servers, striped blue ties centered perfectly on bright white shirts. Our conversation is interrupted when two gentlemen carrying a large ladder pass us. They loudly communicate back and forth as they cross the dining room and head for a back door. An action that distracted us. I felt this took away from our overall experience. It was like watching a movie and having stage crew walking around in the background. 

A moment later, another back server returns, beaming at us he says “here we have some butter,” he places the butter on the table.  A neatly molded circle centered on a bread and butter bread. A minute later, he returns with a bread basket, “Here we have some fresh house made breads, would you care?  We have garlic focaccia bread, French banquette, and multi grain.”  “I’ll have the garlic focaccia,” I reply. Using a small pair of tongs, he places the bread on to my B & B plate. The bread is warm, and has perfect texture crisp on the outside, soft on the inside. 

Our front server returns and marks our settings with a spoon, for our appetizer, and yet again disappears to a corner of the dining room.  Our back server returns offering bread refills, he smiles and Neidaly and I begin to fill that warmth that we have been searching for here. The care that we believe comes with fine service. 
Our appetizer arrives, a goat cheese tortellini bathed in a goat stew, small dice carrots and turnips accompany the tortellini along with tender pieces of goat. I find a perfect balance between each component in the dish.  The flavor of the broth is light with a creamy texture, a perfect addition to the goat cheese tortellini’s strong flavor. As I chew each piece I find the sharpness is also cut with the addition of the carrots and turnips. The first course is cleared. Our back server, checks on us, refilling our water, and this time marking our table for the next course. 
He returns again with his bread basket once again offering us the delightful fresh bread. As he does this he first offers me my usual garlic focaccia bread, showing me his attention to detail. I feel comfortable, not awkward. He reassures with each trip I am a guest and should be treated as so. 

As we reach our main course, a back server serves my meal from the left. As I look at the plate I can see the craftsmanship, each component is an accent, not a side item dying to steal the show. A thick cut piece of steak, dressed in a béarnaise sauce, takes center stage.  Delicately placed on the top of my plate are baby carrots and turnips. Dijon mustard custard adds a tangy kick to the steak, however the steak does not need it, and the idea of mustard custard is anything but appetizing to me. The Vidalia onion rings continue to show the talent of the chefs, one can see that effort put into place as each ring is slightly smaller than the other. Reminding me of a popular kid’s toy, where rings are piled high on a plastic holder. As I eat each morsel I find myself quickly full, yet continue to eat. I don’t want the meal to go to waste. 
My back server comes to my rescue, asking “would you like me to pack that for you to go?”  I reply with relief “yes.” This is the service I had been searching for I look around for my front server to find him laughing away at another table, larger than our party. I can tell the guest have dined here before. They recognize the menu, and begin ordering drinks. Afterwards as he lets them look at the menu he returns back to his corner, hands folded he stares at the ceiling. I wonder what he’s thinking. Perhaps what he’s going to do after work. Maybe he dreams of dreams long passed him.

Our friend, the back server returns with my packaged meal, saying “I packed a few pieces of garlic focaccia for you as well.” He smiles politely and walks away. Neidaly’s poker face breaks and she does something that out of 8 years of friendship I have never seen her do. “hand me my wallet,” she says and pulls out a twenty dollar bill. Catching the eye of her new favorite server, she calls him over. “Here this is for you, thank you so much,” the back server takes the tip thanks her. He does not look at the bill; instead he places it in his pocket resuming his duties. Minutes later he returns with a paper bag for Neidaly, thanking her for her kindness he hands her a bag with her favorite bread, multi grain. Neidaly’s heart breaks. 
Our front server finally returns, and crumbs our table with his gold color crumber. The crumbs, however he lets fall to the floor, not placed onto a B &B plate. I begin to think of the carpet, full of crumbs from past guest. It takes away from the room and I begin to understand why in dining room we use the B &B plate. It’s small and discrete, so it barely distracts the guest. As a guest, seeing the crumbs on a plate I know the plate taking away the mess and putting it in the trash. However, when placed on the floor, I know the carpet is getting dirty. After his crumbing, the front server returns with our dessert menu. 

We look it over, finding it hard to choose. From creamy cheese cake paired with fennel ice cream to caramelized banana sundaes, everything looks appealing. We place our menu down, showing that we are ready to order. The front server returns. “Are we ready to order to order,” he asks. We reply yes, and afterwards await our dessert with excitement. 

My plate is placed in front of me, a bright spotlight is placed on a chocolate mousse cake, that is centered on the plate. Decorative chocolate ganache is plated to its side. A salted almond ice- cream sits cradled on a bed of what looks like crumbled cake. As I indulged the creation, I find a small leaf of garnish on top of the cake. Once again showcasing the effort put into each piece of the chefs menu. 

Our back server returns to our table, asking how everything is. He places down a plate of sugars. In this simple plate I can see even more effort. The diet sugars are placed neatly into a small sugar caddy, and raw sugar has its own place in a small rectangle bowl, a teaspoon accompanied in the middle of the plate.  A porcelain tea cup and saucier are placed to my right, as our back server serves us hot French vanilla tea.  The aroma fills the space, providing us with a feeling of relaxation. As we begin to enjoy our teas, our back server returns with another gift. House made candies, pistachio and chocolate. He centers it in the middle of the table so we can share. I smile, because I relate to his thinking as a server myself I see guest, as such, guest. Whether they are celebrating one of life’s special moments or simply just dining out the experience should be special. 

While finishing up dessert, I decide to head to the rest room. As I leave my seat, I begin to look around lost. Immediately my back server sees me and says “down the stairs, to the right.” As I walk down the stairs I find rest room. It’s beautiful, orchard plant in large vases decorative the long mirrors. Each bathroom is its own personal room, accompanied by individual sinks, and fabric like paper towels.  I admire the attention to detail. As it has the point of view of the guest in mind. I return to my seat, to find my napkin folded neatly waiting for me. Neidaly beams saying “he folded it right as you left,” and gestures to our amazing back server. It is at this time that I realize he is no longer our back server. He has become our front server. Without him our experience would have been dramatically different. We pay our bill, and as we set out towards the door, I say my goodbyes to Marilyn and Lucille, for tonight Neidaly and I weren’t servers, we were guest. 
