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That place was nothing like what Sara had imagined when Flor, the owner of the plant and flower shop across the street from her workplace, convinced her to attend the jazz session held every Thursday night. The neighborhood had several venues of that kind, famous for their exclusive acts, where picturesque people, artists and up-and-coming musicians gathered, but this particular one seemed to hold a special appeal for the ladies.

Although the entrance was exactly as Sara had imagined — a basement converted into a bar with a corner set up as a stage — there was nothing special about it. However, the Thursday-night clientele made the scene rather surreal. The colorful dresses of the female patrons, seated at the tiny round tables arranged around the stage, the sparkle of the jewelry they wore, and the sweet, cloying perfumes floating around them made up a whole more befitting the lounge of a high-society ladies' social club; the kind of women who gather to play tennis early Monday morning and then knock back a cosmo as an aperitif at eleven in the morning to recover from the effort.

“Can you remind me who we came to see?” Sara asked Flor, looking around her with eyes like saucers.

“It's the day Gran Teo plays.” Flor smiled, seeing the look of astonishment on Sara's face. “I already told you it's a unique experience. You won't regret coming! Trust me!”

“I think I'll order something to drink,” Sara said, skeptical, slipping off toward the bar, doubting that wasn't exactly what would end up happening.

“I'll wait for you here,” Flor said. “This place is a gem; we can't lose it!”

In trying to win the right to that corner, she'd faced off in a verbal battle with two tall socialites decked out in shiny silk. All that effort just to keep the left end of the stage! There were only a few high stools to sit on, but according to Flor, it was the only spot from which you could appreciate the show in all its splendor.

Sara didn't feel quite at ease in that environment; she didn't usually go to places like that. She didn't usually go to bars. She didn't drink alcohol either, because it sat terribly badly with her migraines, which kept her from taking part in many of the typical social activities of people her age. At barely thirty-five years old, her life looked more like that of a seventy-year-old grandmother. She'd promised Flor she'd come with her after enduring days of the girl begging her insistently. “You'll see, it's an amazing experience, you won't regret it,” she'd said, with a sly look Sara didn't know how to read. What could be so amazing about listening to live music? Although jazz was a genre she found pleasant and was often the background music of choice at the tea shop where she worked, she couldn't imagine what those elegant ladies found so interesting in a jazz concert.

“We'll see what all this is about,” she told herself. “I'm not going to leave now that I'm here.” She'd hesitated at the door one last time; once inside she couldn't escape without disappointing Flor, and she didn't feel like doing that; the girl had been very good to her since she'd met her. At least to fulfill her duty as a good neighbor across the street, she had to see it through to the end.

Looking at the audience once more, she wondered if there was something hidden there that was slipping past her.

“Could it be a surprise show, with musicians doing striptease?” She smiled as she recreated the scene in her mind. “Knowing Flor, that could make sense.”

She reached the bar without any obstacles in her way; it was almost empty.

“Here's the menu, gorgeous,” the bartender said, handing her a list of cocktails on a thick, very well-kept and clean sheet of paper.

The man, a gentleman in his fifties, very attractive, had a presence Sara couldn't help but notice: he was tall, with his hair graying at the sides of a thick head of black hair, neatly combed. His affable smile and face highlighted his charm, but the most striking thing was his gray eyes, which sparkled with a conspiratorial look.

It struck her as odd that a place like that would have a cocktail menu. She mentioned it to the man, who seemed willing to chat with her while he shook his cocktail shaker, pouring glasses of different sizes and colors with liquids of viscous consistencies. He answered, smiling, that you had to adapt to the clientele. It was clear that the image of a jazz dive she'd had in her head was outdated; what they showed in movies — dirty, noisy dives where they only served hard liquor — had nothing to do with reality.

Sara noticed there was no crowd near the bar. Most of them, all specimens of the female sex, were crowding around the stage, and the only men in the place were huddled at the far end of the venue, nearest the exit door.

“Were they getting out of harm's way to flee if necessary?” she wondered, uncertain whether to join them in the rearguard.

The scene was getting more suspicious by the minute.

“I'm going to kill Flor if naked guys come out of that stage,” she promised herself, snorting.

Unable to decide what to order, she went over the list of drinks several times, but to her disappointment there were no non-alcoholic options. She stopped to look at what the rest of the crowd was drinking, searching for some off-menu option she wasn't considering, and all she saw were those strange glasses with colored liquids, lots of ice and little umbrellas.

“Looks like the alcohol part does hold up in these bars,” she concluded.

Just as she was about to give in and order something, even if only to have a drink, she noticed at the other end of the bar a quite young, solitary guy staring at a small cup he was holding in front of his face. It was a Japanese tea bowl; Sara recognized it even from that far away. It was like the ones they sold in the shop. The guy raised the bowl to his nose and, after turning it three times delicately between his hands, drank its contents. He set the bowl down next to a cast-iron teapot and began turning his head gently, loosening the muscles of his neck with his eyes closed.

Sara watched the movements, hypnotized, until, after nine turns, the guy stopped, stood up and headed for the back of the venue.

“I want one of those!” she shouted at the bartender, pointing at the abandoned tea set on the counter.

“Like everyone!” The man laughed a jovial laugh. “But I don't know what it is.”

“I'm completely sure it's tea,” Sara told herself. “Why all the mystery?”

She went up to where the guy had been and buried her nose in the bowl he'd used, now empty. There were still remnants of something at the bottom of the vessel.

“This is matcha,” she informed him, in the competent tone that having knowledge of a subject gives you.

“Good to know,” he answered, amused, “but I'm sorry, darling, I still don't have any.”

“And how does this customer drink it then?” Sara asked, intrigued.

“I only serve him the hot water at the exact temperature he asks for,” the man explained. “I don't know what he does with it. I've seen him sometimes put flowers or leaves in the teapot; other times, like today, he puts a powder in the bowl and then pours the water over it.”

Sara always carried an emergency kit of tea samples in her bag in case an opportunity to promote the shop came up. She took advantage of the moment to take them out and offered them to the man.

“These are tea samples from the shop where I work. You can give them to your customers to taste, and if they're well received I can supply you the product at a good price. The quality of our teas is the best on the market; we export directly from the place of origin.”

The man looked at the samples in his hand, interested. They were adorable little transparent cloth packets, with a small label stating the variety of tea and the way to prepare it.

“We also offer courses on tea-related topics and hold ceremonies if you want to go deeper into the subject,” Sara insisted, noticing that her interlocutor was hanging on every word of her explanation. “If your clientele appreciates matcha,” she said, referring to the mysterious tea-drinking guy, “it would be good to offer them the complete package, not just hot water, don't you think?”

“You're very convincing, sweetheart,” he answered, appreciating the fine features of her face. The girl's face, oval-shaped, and her wavy brown hair pleased him. “The session's about to start; why don't you come by another day and we continue the conversation?”

“Of course!” Sara's face lit up. “By the way, I'm Sara. Sara Parker. I'm also leaving you the shop's card, in case you want to stop by sometime,” she said, handing him a personal card with the shop's details.

“Charmed, Sara,” the man answered, taking the card and offering her his hand. “I'm Jim.”

“Could you leave me a teapot with water at boiling point, Jim, please?” Sara asked.

Jim nodded and turned his back to fulfill her request.

Sara sighed. In the end, she was delighted she'd accepted Flor's insistent invitation to go hear the artist who'd play in a moment. She'd drink a bancha while enjoying the concert; that was certainly a plus for her.

The prospect of a new client was good news. She was genuinely grateful for the chance to sell Jim her products. Things at the shop weren't going well at all; if she didn't land clients, and good ones — like coffee shops, hotels, restaurants or catering companies — it was very likely they wouldn't make it to the end of the year. The shop's owner, Mrs. Chang, was a woman of firm ideas; she wasn't willing to give in on many of the proposals Sara had made to modernize the shop, but even so, she'd allowed her to promote the shop, hand out samples, and didn't refuse to offer their products to other businesses as long as they respected the shop's brand — that is, as long as they didn't want to label the tea with their own name instead of keeping the shop's.

Sara's boss, Mrs. Chang, had opened the tea shop fifty years earlier with her husband, Mr. Chang. The honorable husband, whom Sara had not had the pleasure of meeting, had passed away ten years ago, and the woman was considering closing the shop forever. “It's time to rest,” she said every day. But Sara knew Mrs. Chang would only rest in the grave, and sometimes, she even doubted that. She was too active a person, and had plenty of energy to keep ordering everyone around for many more years, very comfortably seated behind the old counter of the tea shop.

She waited a few minutes at the bar while her tea infused in the bowl Jim had offered her. Once the time was up, with her drink perfectly prepared, she joined Flor, who was waiting for her anxiously while keeping at bay, through furious looks, her imaginary rivals in a potentially imminent battle. If Sara didn't get to her spot before the concert began, a full-scale brawl could break loose.

Flor was tall, thin and seemed of weak build. A correct first impression, but one Sara had discarded the moment she saw her haul twenty-kilo bags of soil and sizeable planters around her flower shop. Flor's strength wasn't obvious, but those women had better not underestimate her.

“Where were you?” she asked when Sara finally took her stool beside her. “Those hateful women wanted to take your spot. I even had to bite one of them!”

“I was promoting the shop,” she answered. “Turns out the bartender...”

“It's starting! Shhh, tell me later,” Flor silenced her, accompanying the hush with a wave of her hand, excited.
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The curtain separating the makeshift stage from the little tables where empty cocktail glasses were piling up was of black velvet, shiny and heavy. It opened partially, revealing the back of a man sitting on a high chair, also of black velvet, with his back to his frenzied audience.

The reaction that followed the start of the show was not long in coming. The shouts and screams the ladies in the audience let out were more in keeping with a concert by the pop group in fashion among high-school teenage girls than with those respectable society women. But none of that seemed to matter to them; they clapped and cheered the artist even before he started playing his instrument.

The first sounds reached Sara while she still had her eyes glued to the frenzied women and her mouth hanging open from the astonishment the whole situation caused her. Flor, at her side, was no less held back in shouting things at the figure on stage, bouncing a little in her seat like children seeking their parents' attention.

“Teo, I want a child of yours!” she exclaimed, her two hands cupped around her mouth, showing off a torrent of voice Sara had never known she had.

After a few seconds of passionate screaming, silence came when the trumpet let out one note. The artist held it in a high pitch until it silenced the rest of the sounds in the bar. The musician was a trumpeter. Sara couldn't see anything beyond his back. His position on stage and certain tricks — like wearing a cap and sunglasses, besides the already-mentioned habit of turning his back to the audience — made it impossible to see his facial features or even guess his expression.

“Is he blind, perhaps?” Sara wondered. “Without a doubt, that would explain so much mystery.” She tried to ask Flor what that was about when the girl shushed her and signaled her to close her eyes with a gesture, pressing her own eyelids tightly shut.

“Close my eyes, what is this, classical music?” she was taken aback, letting her gaze wander over the audience.

The lights had been reduced to a couple of lamps lighting each corner of the bar, and a disco ball reflecting a faint drizzle of tiny circles. The dancing lights caressed the artist and traveled across the tables, settling on the swaying heads of the women who danced in their seats following the melody. The female spectators moved in continuous swaying, as if in a self-induced trance. Many already had their eyes closed.

“Well, if the experience is about closing your eyes and swaying, that's what we'll do,” Sara told herself, deciding to go with the flow after seeing the expression of ecstasy the dim light let her guess on Flor's face.

Truth be told, and Sara had no reason to lie. On closing her eyes and paying attention to the music, something strange began to happen. A sensation of warmth ran over her skin; she felt caresses and gusts of hot air on some especially sensitive areas of her body. The melody reminded her of many jazz songs, but none in particular. She guessed it could be an original composition by the artist. The way the notes rose, stretched and fell in perfect harmony made her imagination fly to the places where she kept her most intimate desires. Desires she didn't even remember being capable of feeling.

“What's happening to me?” she wondered, feeling a tingle in her private parts. She knew exactly what was happening to her: the music was turning her on.

She opened her eyes to regain her composure, but what she saw — or rather sensed — about what the music was doing to the other women didn't set her mind at ease. Flor was biting her lower lip as if she were about to devour a chocolate cake, with cream and cherries. And the woman nearest her had pulled out a fan and was fanning areas of her body that weren't exactly her face. Another, a bit further on, was frantically massaging her earlobe as if possessed. The audience's breathing in general was agitated, and sighs could be heard in every corner. Color rose to Sara's face and she felt her cheeks burning.

“What is this, in heaven's name?” Sara was horrified. She looked at the artist, who kept playing, immune to the spectacle he was causing, and felt like an intruder in the middle of a movie, spoiling the effect of the staging. “What am I doing here?” she was scandalized by her own innocence. After taking a couple of deep breaths to calm down, she decided not to act like a child and not to make a fool of herself.

“What the heck! When in Rome, do as the Romans do, isn't that what the saying goes?” She yielded to the collective madness and closed her eyes again. She forced herself to pay attention to the melody; it was now at a quiet moment. Right away, the music transported her to that beach she visited whenever she needed a moment of mental peace. There she felt safe and set out to walk on the sand, splashing along the shore. The sensation of being on that beach was so real she could swear the salt water was slipping between her toes and even massaging her ankles. She felt the firm sand beneath her soles caressing them with every step, and suddenly, at a break in the melody, she found herself naked, alone, facing the immense sea, wishing it would swallow her and drag her to the deepest depths. She went into the sea. She felt the water covering her until it covered her completely, and just at the moment she was about to breathe, she remembered she was underwater and tried to surface. She managed to get out of the water and fill her lungs with air just as the last chord rang out sharply and the concert ended with the curtain closing hastily and the lights going completely dark. That atmosphere held for a few seconds.

“Is this to give the audience time to put their panties back on?” Sara was sure many of those present were doing just that. “I can't believe I lived through such an experience! This is what I get for listening to Flor,” she grumbled.

She'd known her for a few years, but she was good at reading people, and it shouldn't have surprised her so much that the proposal hid an out-of-the-ordinary incentive. No activity proposed by Flor could be considered within socially accepted norms. The girl was very open, in every sense. Sometimes too much — Sara judged her unconsciously liberal when expressing her ideas — and besides, she liked trying new things all the time. But one thing was doing yoga on a zipline and quite another participating in musical orgies.

They left the venue in a platoon, surrounded by women fanning themselves and recovering their composure and breathing, when Sara couldn't hold it in anymore and asked:

“What was that?” she inquired under her breath, as if anyone there would care what she said!

“Isn't it amazing? I told you, I told you you'd love it,” Flor answered, gesturing wildly. “Every night is different, but it never disappoints.”

“I don't know if 'amazed' is the right word; the other one you always use seems more fitting: 'spellbound.'”

They were walking back to Flor's shop, where she lived; above her flower shop she had a small apartment her aunt had bequeathed to her along with the business. The music bar was a few streets from where Sara worked at Mrs. Chang's tea shop.

“If that's how it made you feel, then I'm glad it spellbound you. That's what you need, a bit of action in your life.”

“I don't know what to tell you; I'm still wondering whether what happens in there is even legal,” Sara snorted, letting her lawyer streak show through. “And I even offered the owner the shop's products! Imagine if Mrs. Chang finds out!” she exclaimed, scandalized by her own behavior.

“Why are you so reluctant to admit you liked it?” Flor reproached her, indignant.

“I didn't say I didn't like it... exactly.” Sara shook her head. “It's no wonder the crowd is what it is, now that I know what goes on in there,” she commented, frowning.

“You're a bit of a prude, you know that, right?” Flor snapped.

“I don't understand you. Do you really think that's normal?” Sara found it hard to accept the experience as something advisable.

“Look, the only thing I can tell you is that for a moment I forget my problems. That music gives me joy, makes me feel good; many times it's made me cry, and other times... yes, it's true! Other times it's made me imagine things and feel an almost obscene pleasure. But all that is in my mind, do you understand what I mean?”

“I don't think so,” Sara confessed, hesitant.

“The women who come to hear Teo,” Flor explained very seriously, “let their repressed emotions out. His music helps them relax, to experiment with their thoughts. He can't make you feel desire; the desire has to exist inside you before he brings it out.”

“And who is this famous Teo, the Pied Piper of Hamelin? Instead of rats to the river, he leads women in a line to bed?”

“Ha ha ha!” she laughed heartily. “Funny of you to say that. Nobody knows who he is; as you may have noticed, everything around him is a mystery. I don't think any of his fans know who he is, and not for lack of wanting. The owner of the venue has made very clear what the conditions are for him to play. If someone bothers him, gets too close, or causes an unwanted encounter with him, the performances are over.”

“So much mystery! I thought he was blind,” Sara confided, “seeing the sunglasses and all that paraphernalia...”

“Actually, he well could be; they say people with some physical disability develop the other senses in surprising ways. That would explain his having such exquisite musical ear.” Everything was praise in Flor's mouth when it came to the trumpeter.

Sara wondered if there was any interest beyond the artistic one in Flor's presence at those concerts, but she held back from commenting on it. She was sure Flor wouldn't restrain herself much from expressing her feelings if she had them; she was an open book on those matters.

They got to the shop and Flor invited her up for a drink; she didn't feel like drinking the bottle of white wine she'd left chilling in the fridge all by herself, but she knew that with Sara that was a lost battle.

“Tomorrow I have to open the shop early; Mrs. Chang wants to do inventory,” Sara apologized. She said goodbye with a kiss. “Stop by in the afternoon and we'll have tea,” she offered in exchange for standing her up. “And thanks for the invitation!”

Flor sighed and climbed the stairs leading to her apartment from the door adjacent to the flower shop, humming the melody of the concert they'd just heard, ready to relive, in an intimate place, without interruptions, the sensations it had stirred in her.

Sara continued on her way alone. She had about a ten-minute walk to her house. She lived in a small apartment she'd managed to buy with the savings from her previous job, in the years she'd devoted herself to the profession she'd studied for. Recalling her law career and the years she'd dedicated to that profession felt like memories from another life. The conflicting feelings that thinking about it always stirred in her made her shake her head, trying to steer her thoughts toward something more pleasant.

Walking through the neighborhood relaxed her; that kind of walk had been her salvation so many times that she began to observe her surroundings, discovering new nooks and crannies.

“It's incredible that even though I've passed the same place a thousand times, I find different things,” she marveled. “Winter won't be leaving soon,” she observed.

Tiny sprouts were beginning to peek out of the bushes around the flower beds and the gardens at the entrances of the apartment buildings. The neighborhood was quiet and very family-oriented; Sara had found it a reasonable choice even though it was far from her parents and the hustle and bustle of downtown; it let her feel she lived in a small town like the one she'd always dreamed of. While she'd worked downtown she hadn't been able to appreciate what it meant to have a setting like that; when she was forced to stay there she discovered it was a blessing. She'd been able to leave behind a stressful, hostile environment, and it had turned out to be a refuge for her nerves and her health. She could never thank herself enough for deciding to buy a home in that place.

Although her life there was nonexistent in the last years of her experience as a lawyer, everything changed when she suffered a nervous breakdown and left it all behind. Her integration into neighborhood life took a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn. She went from being a stranger who only greeted her landing neighbors to knowing practically all the residents of her street and those of the tea shop's block, including the shopkeepers. That was due in part to Mrs. Chang and her circle of friends, who gave her a bath of civility and reality, turning her life into something valuable for the community. Something else she could never thank that endearing community enough for.

She got home still thinking about the show she'd witnessed. Flor was right about one thing — the musician's passion was conveyed in a palpable way — but only a sensitive heart could appreciate it. She couldn't imagine Mrs. Chang feeling the same as the women in the audience, but she surely wouldn't be immune to the melody and the feelings that overflowed from those tunes.

Flor had told her the trumpeter's music could only be heard live at those concerts; he'd never recorded a single record, nor did he allow videos, nor recording the music on any kind of device. If she wanted to hear him again, she'd have to go back to that bar the following Thursday.

“And why the heck are you thinking about hearing him again?” she asked herself, surprised by her own thoughts.

Strangely, she recalled the passage in which she'd seen herself transported to the beach and thought she could feel the water brushing her ankles again. She sighed, relaxed.

“Now I understand why it's a vice for those women!”
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As every morning, Mrs. Chang waited for her seated on her little folding stool outside the tea shop. The elderly woman watched the neighborhood wake up and kept an eye on the passing of the seasons, making sure everything went off without a hitch.

“Good morning!” Sara greeted her as she undid the bolts of the roller shutter, which she'd then lift with a calculated movement of bent knees and sumo-lifting technique that Mrs. Chang had taught her.

On her first day of work, she'd made her practice it until she mastered it with her eyes closed. “That way you'll never hurt your back, and you'll have no excuses not to come to work!” She'd said it half in jest, half in earnest, like everything else she told her.

When Sara asked her the reason for practicing it with her eyes closed too, Mrs. Chang gave her an evasive answer, something she also did regularly: “You never know what we'll need our eyes for.”

“Spring is running late this year,” the old woman answered. She never returned the greetings, neither on arrival nor departure. “We'll have to organize the awakening ritual.”

Mrs. Chang led a group of women who met every Thursday afternoon to play cards and other Chinese board games Sara didn't understand, nor did she believe she'd ever be capable of understanding them. All the ladies in the group owned shops in the neighborhood. There was Mrs. Fu, from the Chinese restaurant on the next block; Mrs. Park, who owned the dry cleaner's on the corner; and Mrs. Chen, who ran the clothing store right next to the tea house. They were the 'neighborhood watch' and they saw to mediating the little disputes that arose between the owners of the businesses and buildings in the neighborhood, and to pestering the authorities about any pothole in the street or broken piece of street furniture that mysteriously appeared overnight. The ladies took turns strolling through the neighborhood on their watch rounds, checking that everything was in order under the sun. It was common currency to see one of them walking in what looked like a recreational, innocent stroll while, in their expectant attitude, you could feel the tension of a hawk stalking its prey.

As Sara put it, Mrs. Chang was never going to retire; she had too much energy. That ritual she mentioned involved some kind of commitment among all those concerned; she'd summon her watch-committee comrades and all the important characters of the place, and recite some prayer to the nature gods while burning incense and little papers with Chinese symbols. Sara had witnessed more than one ritual in the time she'd been working at the shop and knew it was a very serious matter and not to be joked about — at least not in front of Mrs. Chang.

“Will you need any bundles of dried herbs or some kind of flowers for that ritual?” she asked upon entering and starting to set up the counter.

“First things first,” the old woman said and set herself at the little island they had in the middle of the shop to prepare the morning tea.

The good woman didn't start her working day without first drinking the green tea that was called for in that season of the year and at that hour of the day. Sara had given up on the idea of keeping a calendar of the teas for every day of the year after discovering that usually the tea that was “called for” was really the one the old woman felt like at that very moment. Whatever the reason, today it was dragon tea.

“How did the meeting go yesterday? Is Mrs. Chen better from her cold?” Sara asked as she sat on the stool facing her boss to enjoy the tea-preparation ritual. The Thursday meetings usually ended with a series of decisions that affected the rest of the world, and knowing them in advance served to save oneself some unexpected surprises.

“Of course she's better; no cold can resist my secret recipe!” Mrs. Chang didn't share information when she didn't consider it necessary.

The old woman boasted of knowing the herbs that worked for everything: for headaches, for dizziness, for nausea, but the most requested one — the one all her friends and the neighborhood people who knew her asked for each year as winter began — was the herb mixture for colds. That mixture had gotten more than one person on their feet to go to work in all the years Mrs. Chang had been going around there. They were already almost at the end of winter and it was unlikely someone would ask for it, but Mrs. Chen had relapsed several times during the winter.

It didn't escape Sara's notice that she wasn't telling her anything relevant.

“What could the agenda have been about, that she won't give anything away?” Sara wondered, intrigued, without insisting; she knew from experience that the more she interrogated the stubborn woman, the less she gave up. She also suspected that when the decisions concerned people she knew, she didn't let her in on the information. On one hand, she felt left out, and on the other, calmer, because as unlikely as it seemed, the watchers could get scary when they got something in their heads, and they wouldn't rest until they considered the matter settled.

“Better not to know who the next victim is,” she declared.

“Yesterday I dropped off some samples at the music bar,” Sara commented, changing the subject. “I think the owner might stop by any of these days.” She crossed her fingers for it to happen. At the same time, she feared Mrs. Chang was aware of what kind of shows were offered at that venue and might not want to do business with that sort of people.

The crude reality was that they couldn't afford to turn down the offer of a new client, whether the place was morally reprehensible or not.

“Today you have to restock,” the old woman said, seemingly paying no attention to what Sara had commented.

“Yes, I know,” she answered, and began mentally going over the list of things she had to do during the day.

The old woman indicated she could drink, and Sara thanked her with an inclination of her head. After enjoying the toasted aroma, she drank the second bowl of tea the woman offered her. They'd drink up to three times before interrupting the ritual. When it was over, they resumed organizing the day's tasks.

“It'll be a fairly busy day. Besides the inventory and restocking what's missing at your friends' shops, I have to make some mail deliveries.”

“Ask that boy of yours for help,” Mrs. Chang suggested.

She never told her what to do, but she forcefully suggested how to do certain things.

“You mean Kevin, right?” Sara retorted.

The old woman remembered perfectly the names of everyone she knew or had known in her life, but for some reason Sara didn't know, she never called certain people by their name. Kevin's case was one of those.

Kevin was the delivery boy and helped all the shops in the neighborhood; he couldn't work for only one of them because the volume of orders wasn't enough at each individual shop, but the ladies of the watch group had intervened in that matter too, and had decided that the shops of the four watchers and a few other select chosen businesses could add up enough orders to have Kevin work full-time exclusively for them. And that was how Flor's shop and two more businesses joined the central watch group and had shared Kevin's time for the past year.

Following her boss's orders, Sara included Kevin in her plan for the day's deliveries.

While Sara spent the whole morning doing inventory, Mrs. Chang, after leaving her usual tasks on track, picked up her ivory-handled cane and went off on her regular round through the neighborhood. She'd take a few hours to come back. With the long list of pending tasks for that day, Sara would barely have time to get bored.

The morning went by without major interruptions; almost at noon the streak was broken when someone came into the shop. The little bell hanging from the top edge of the doorframe rang precisely as the door was pushed with vigor. From her position, standing on the last step of the flimsy wooden ladder, counting some packages on the top shelf where they kept the newly arrived goods, Sara could only make out the figure of a man silhouetted against the reflection the sun cast on the glass of the door.

“Come in,” she invited him in. “I'll be right with you.”

The man wandered around the shop while he waited; when he passed right under the ladder, Sara heard him humming the music playing on the old speakers. Mrs. Chang must have been feeling nostalgic that morning, because before leaving she'd put on some very aged Chinese folk music records. Between the dust that had been kicked up moving the products around to count them — dust that, against the light of the sun's rays, danced in rhythm like fine particles of the universe in the air — the crackling of the music coming from the turntable and the getup Sara was wearing, with a black apron that covered almost her whole body embroidered with a red dragon coiling up her torso, the scene looked like something out of a period film set in colonial China.

“What would you like?” Sara asked her customer, carefully climbing down the ladder step by step to avoid an unwanted fall. “How can I help you?” She went over to the corner where the man had stopped and was looking at the tea bowls.

“Surprise me,” he answered, enigmatic, and turned to look her straight in the eyes.

“Oh, it's you!” Sara exclaimed, recognizing the guy from the bar counter the night before.

“Do we know each other?” the young man asked, puzzled.

“No, no,” Sara apologized. “How come you came? Did you know the shop?” she asked, quickly changing the subject so as not to have to explain that the day before she'd half-stalked him sniffing his tea cup and things like that. Truth be told, it would have sounded a bit weird.

“They gave me one of your samples at a place,” the guy commented, “and I wanted to know what else I could find at the place that sample came from.”

“Good thinking!” Sara encouraged him. Making new customers was what she urgently needed; she'd deploy all her charm to win this one over. “By any chance, do you remember what tea it was?”

“Pai Mu Tan,” he said with a perfect Chinese accent.

Or that's how it sounded to Sara, at least; she truly didn't know a lick of Chinese, but she'd heard Mrs. Chang pronounce the name of the white tea exactly that way.

“Good choice; very good, actually. What did you think of it?”

“Smooth, fruity, pleasant.”

“You sound like an expert,” Sara commented, delighted to have a customer enthusiastic about tea.

The guy blushed and turned his face so she wouldn't notice. He was holding one of those bowls between his fingers just as he'd done the day before, and Sara was tempted to ask him where he'd disappeared to at the concert, or what he'd thought of the show, when she remembered the details of it and how it had made her feel, and told herself it wasn't a topic to discuss with a stranger. Better to keep her distance and treat the customer with the utmost professionalism.

While she thought about what to offer him, she observed him closely. Being near the storefront, the sun cast a shadow over his face and she couldn't see his eyes well; she'd worry about finding out their color another time. For now it was enough to see his long fingers and well-kept hands as he handled the various paraphernalia on the shelves. His arms were muscular and firm, his body overall harmonious, and his brown hair was shiny and worn tousled.

“He's styled carelessly, but he does it on purpose,” Sara analyzed him. “He knows he's cute but doesn't use it to his advantage. If I keep staring at him like this he'll notice...”

“Ahem,” she cleared her throat when he finally turned around. “You keep looking at the tea sets. Let me see in our stock what I have that might interest you.” She smiled at him as she got to work searching among the tins on the shelves.

“I've already seen something that might interest me,” the young man told himself, trying not to show that interest so openly.*

When Sara turned around and gave him her back, she felt her blood burn in her veins as he ran his eyes over the outline of the red dragon's tail that was drawn around her hips and ended up on her back.
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