No, problem!
Critics; the saying goes, are in a way very much like auditors. The mere mention of their arrival is enough to strike fear into the heart of the staunchest sous chef and panicked chaos into the most disciplined kitchen. Nobody is really happy to see them come. Everybody is secretly relieved to see them go.
Years as a senior reporter on the food column has taught me that these attitudes are not without basis. Many of my colleagues in the field are sensationalists, taking undue pleasure in the poison of their words and savagery of their quills to pierce and puncture what they consider to be overinflated egos and undeserved reputations. This is an unavoidable hazard of the profession, I’m afraid. Food critics soon learn that it is not their recommendations of where to dine that draws readers to their column; but rather their none-too-kind remarks about the places which are best avoided. Nobody really comes for the praise, or cares to know what a restaurant is most famous for. No, what they want to know is what not to order; where not to go—all penned with dry wit that amplifies the writer’s contempt. How many mediocre restaurants and struggling businesses have I singlehandedly capsized with nothing but my caustic tongue? I cannot say, but I fear the number to be many. 

Which is why; contemporaries notwithstanding, I always strive to be as fair as I can when giving my reviews. I try to make my office approachable, accepting write-in suggestions from small proprietors who rely on word of mouth for advertisement. And tempting as the prospect may be, I shy away from the dreaded one-star rating that others in my position would happily hand out like Halloween candy—the mark of failure that is often all it takes to see a restaurant put out of business for good. It was sort of like a point of honor for me; the closest thing I had to a Critic’s Code. No matter how bad, how appalling I myself might consider a menu or the surroundings, I remind myself that taste is subjective after all. One fur’s meat is another fur’s poison. I am no Goredon Bearsay to stride into kitchens with bellows and swears, kicking up a fuss just because the ingredients are frozen rather than farm-fresh or allowed to cool before arriving at my table.  This gives me the dubious pleasure of feeling superior over the majority of my brethren; a sort of moral superiority that can so easily go to one’s head. Like it or not, I would soon be made to revise my opinions of myself and discover how easy it is to fall into the rut like all others in this profession. It all began with the Happy Hindu. 

The name itself; while certainly ethnic, left little to the imagination and was probably a bad decision itself straight off the bat—too tongue-in-cheek to really appeal to the small proportion of Indians in our community yet too specific to lure in a Caucasian crowd. I could’ve told them from the start that food and religion don’t typically mix. Awkward as the name purported to be however, that alone by itself was no reason to bias my opinions about their dining experience. Like many small businesses are wont to do; the restaurant had thrown down the gauntlet. I was up to the challenge. 

My first impressions are…discomfiting, to say the least. After waiting for what seemed like an inordinate amount of time in a dingy alley I take it upon myself to try the door, entering into a cramped space positively choked by heavy incense and smoke. A burly arm reaches out to grab me by the lapels, narrowly saving me from a tumble in this dratted fog—so confusing to navigate for those of us who rely heavily on smell. There is a moment’s awkwardness at first as me and my savior valiantly push at the language barrier until I at last manage to communicate what I’ve arrived for. Something like understanding seems to bloom across the dark furred face of my associate. “No, problem!”

I raise an eyebrow at the volume. Well, the staff seem to be enthusiastic at least. That was a point in the establishment’s favor, if nothing else. I request a table and the chef’s recommendations for the evening, clumsily making my way to something vaguely chair-shaped in the near vicinity to sit and hopefully clear my smoke-addled mind. The waiter or whatever is enthusiastic as ever, yanking the chair aside with more force than necessary even as I attempt to position my rear upon it.
“No, problem!” 
A bit too enthusiastic—our combined struggles for the chair must have broken it somehow, for the seat gives way and dumps me in an unceremonious heap on the floor. Already I’m mentally marking the restaurant down from a three to a two in my mind. This is hardly the way to treat any kind of guest. After this manner of ambience and service, the menu would have to be nothing short of superb to gain any sort of redemption. Frankly, I wasn’t holding my breath. 

When it finally arrives, the menu does little to ease my trepidations. As suspected, the sheet of paper I hold has no English translations nor descriptive pictures to point at in making a selection. I can make neither head nor tails of the swirling Sanskrit, which is conspiring with the smoky atmosphere to give me a serious case of migraine. In for a penny, in for a pound however. Since I’m already here, might as well run with it. After repeated tries I can see it does me no good to try and puzzle out the ‘menu’ and switch tacks immediately. What is a normal staple of Indian dining, something any self-respecting Indian restaurant should know how to make? Curry, right? Surely they have that? I must confess that selecting an ‘easy’ option to try and improve their score wasn’t the only consideration here. After the events so far, I simply wasn’t in any condition to try anything more adventurous. “Curry,” I tell the anxious maître looming over me, trying to communicate with a mixture of paw signals and exaggerated mouthing. “Hot…chilli…understand?”

The waiter widens his eyes, an effect somewhat alarming in the shifting smoke. “No, problem!”

Inside, I fight back a sudden impulse to cringe. This young fellow’s enthusiasm aside, the new associations I’ve made thus far with those fateful two words do not fill me with much confidence. Nor am I disappointed in that regard. The chef must have taken my order literally; for the bowl I receive comes entirely full of sliced chilies. No bread, meat or gravy whatsoever. Still laboring under the hope that this might still turn out to be some kind of ethnic appetizer, I take a bite of each color…only to wind up staggering and signaling an increasingly distressed waiter for water.  I get handed beer, chili and in one regrettable instance; clear tabasco sauce before fate finally takes pity and shows me a sink. Nothing comes out of the tap when l twist it however, much to my dismay. What sort of establishment are they running here?
Enough is enough. Best to cut my losses and withdraw, before something more disastrous occurs. I take my leave of the waiter and depart, already contemplating the review I will be typing up later—my first, legitimate one-star review. After such an experience, surely no one could say it wasn’t justified! 

Imagine my surprise then, to receive a letter from that same restaurant the day the review ran in our columns. Oh the letter wasn’t surprising in itself—we receive death threats and complaints by the dozen from businesses who believe us too heavy handed in our reviews. I was fully expecting this to be another one of this category, and braced myself for whatever righteous vitriol it could possibly contain before tossing it into a trash altogether. 
Dear Sir--
We write to you regarding the review your honorable newspaper posted in the T—Tribune regarding our establishment. Please forgive our contention, but there surely must be some kind of mistake as we have not had the pleasure of hosting your representative at all. Although we waited, there was no sign of your critic at the appointed time and we naturally assumed that some scheduling conflict prevented their arrival. We respectfully request an appointment at your earliest convenience to settle these matters. 

Short. Formal. Polite. Not at all the string of expletives or broken English I was admittedly expecting after my most recent experience. The entire thing was odd enough to merit a follow up. 

And follow up I did—calling the number listed to speak to their proprietor (in English, no less!) in response to their letter. Together we made the arrangements; the owner would be showing up at our offices at noon himself to escort me to his establishment for a settlement over lunch. I had mixed feelings over this, my mind conjuring images of my waiter acquaintance appearing and us miming our way back to the restaurant. 
The personage who arrived to escort me however, was as different from the one who met me the night before as chalk is from cheese. A tall well-attired panther, he spoke fluent English; albeit with a slight Tamil accent. We drove over in my car with me following my passenger’s directions—slightly different to the ones I had followed that fateful night. Our lunch, when it arrived, was nothing short of exquisite and served in airy al-fresco surroundings that were nothing like my earlier experience. Were I the suspicious sort, I would’ve suspected some kind of sham—most likely the restaurant trying to recover by pulling out all the stops after receiving an unfavorable review. Even so, it would’ve taken time for them to turn things around so completely. Days at least, if not weeks. The practiced manner I witness here suggests otherwise. Sitting comfortably in such welcome surroundings washing down a fine tandoori with mango lassi, the memory of my review; however righteous it must have seemed at the time, seems a million years away. 

“Mister Patil—“

“Kumar, please. There is no need to stand on ceremony.”

“Kumar, then. I must admit I’m very surprised. You say you never encountered our representative yesterday?” I describe my past experiences. 

A slew of expressions flit across my host’s features as I tell my tale. Confusion, understanding and then what seems like unusual mirth. “I think I see…if you’ll excuse me for a moment?”  he pops back into what I assume to be the kitchen, speaking in rapid fire Tamil. A moment later, he reappears and motions for me to join him. Together we make our way past a small but neatly kept kitchen, the familiar whiff of incense starting to surround us as we approach that small room I had encountered before. 
“This is our prayer room,” Kumar explains, seeming to conjure up my waiter friend from that fateful night. “And this is Jamal, our janitor. I believe you two have already…met,”

In fits and starts, the truth emerges. I’d the location right, but arrived at the back door rather than the front on my first visit, apparently. The person to greet me had been the janitor, rightly confused at why anybody would be entering through the back—and not a waiter at all! No wonder he had been so unprepared for my arrival and so discomfited by my requests. 
As for the ‘No, problem!’? Kumar and I had a chuckle over that as well. “You misunderstood, my friend,” the panther explains. “Jamal’s English…it is not very good. The chair, the chili… He was warning you, not agreeing with you. He knew that chair was broken and tried to stop you from sitting down you see. But you sat in it anyway,”

“I…see,” a flush of embarrassment crept up my face. “And the menu in Sanskrit?”

Kumar and Jamal had another of their rapid fire conversations before they turned to regard me. “That was no menu. Those were his…papers. Jamal thought you were a government agent, coming to check on illegal immigrants,”

Everything is slowly starting to make sense: the atmosphere, the urgency I mistook for enthusiasm. I feel like the world’s greatest idiot. “I’m truly sorry for the review, Kumar. You can rest assured we will retract it immediately—”

What a boor I must have been! From Jamal’s perspective, I must have seemed like a total lunatic—a random person stepping in from the street, violating the sanctity of their employer-only prayer room and then demanding to be served on the spot. Not being a waiter by trade, it spoke a great deal to his patience that he tried to accommodate me and my wishes at all, to the best of his ability. 

Owner and janitor regard each other for a moment, then turn to me with identical evil grins. I suppose I have walked entirely into this one and should’ve seen it coming

“No problem!”

