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The Perfect Cup of Tea

Instructions by annie green
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• Bring fresh cold water to a rolling boil, but don’t let it boil for too long.

• Let it come off the boil and settle down for a moment.

• Pour water into a teapot containing a heaping tablespoon of your favorite loose tea leaves.

• Let the leaves bloom and steep for at least three minutes.

• Pour the tea into your favorite preheated cup.

• Sip and smile.



Chapter One
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“My dear if you could give me a cup of tea to clear my muddle of a head I should better understand your affairs.”

—CHARLES DICKENS, MRS. LIRRIPER’S LEGACY

There’s a right way and a wrong way to do many things, and when it comes to tea, my opinion is one should not mess around. My grandmother Louisa first taught me to brew a fine pot of tea when I was five years old. She told me what a nice job I had done, and I announced I wanted to be just like her when I grew up. Louisa laughed merrily at the time. I hoped she wouldn’t laugh today. I couldn’t bear the thought of being laughed at today, which is why I, Annie Green, am hiding out in the storage room of the Steeping Leaf.

Well, not hiding exactly. That would be silly. I love the Leaf, and there isn’t anything out there to hide from, least of all my grandmother Louisa. But the fact of the matter is I am here in her teashop, she doesn’t know it yet, and the reason for all my sneaking around is I need to psych myself up for what I am about to do.

You know how some people have weird/cool talents, like being able to wiggle their ears back and forth just by concentrating really hard? Well, I have one too. I can stand on my head forever. Like, seriously forever. My two brothers can even try to tickle my feet to knock me over, and I just make faces at them, upside down, secure in the knowledge that I am just as steady on my head as they are on their feet. Which isn’t, come to think of it, as steady as, say, Louisa is on her feet, but it’s pretty darn good. And as a bonus, when I stand on my head, I can feel myself getting smarter and calmer. I think it has something to do with the fact that a headstand is a real yoga pose.

With two younger brothers and an older sister, it’s hard to ever find even half a moment alone. And the silence of the storage room is blissful. It’s just me, upside down and Zenlike amidst a few dozen boxes of loose tea, some old teacups Louisa hasn’t taken to St. Vinny’s yet, and my “Perfect Cup of Tea Instructions,” which I’ve written on a whiteboard that, for readability’s sake, has also assumed the sirsha-asana pose.

I am almost ready to ask for a job here as a barista. And when I do, I will be calm, centered, grown-up, and only slightly red in the face. I am a tiny bit worried because sometimes my family doesn’t take me seriously. Everyone else in my family already has their “thing”—Beth is all “college, college, college … did I mention that I’m going away to college in the fall?” and Luke and Billy have the lock on the local emergency room—skateboarders, it’s like they have a death wish or something. My mom has her students, and my dad has his engineering projects. And I have tea.

Okay, I’ll admit, I’m interested in a lot of things and I tend to announce my newest obsessions rather frequently—but working at the Leaf is not just a phase. I’ve always loved the Leaf and confess that I consider it partly, well, mine. Am I ready to be a barista, taking money, making complex foamy drinks, and asking after the customers’ families like the perfect hostess? I think so. I hope Louisa does, too.

Still staring at the board and mentally picturing each and every step of brewing a pot of tea, I sighed happily and closed my eyes to fully commune with the delicious smells of the shop. Inhale. Exhale. “I am one with the tea. The tea is one with me. I am one with the t—”

The storage door banged and there was some commotion. My eyes snapped open, but all I could see was a pair of legs in jeans. And a box. A really big box. A really big box coming straight at me. “Hey, watch out!”

Instead of changing course however, the startled jeans-wearer swung the box around. Right into me. “AUGHH!” he cried, tripping a little and juggling the box. It was definitely a he, I thought as I tumbled over, directly into a precarious stack of napkins, tea samples, and the shelf with the old cups. CRASH! went one cup. Then, CRASH! CRASH! CRASH! came three more. Ouch.

The napkins flew everywhere, and some of the samples burst open, sending leaves and particles of rosehips, chamomile, orange spice, and white tea every which way. I stared at the intruder from the corner where I was sprawled out, confused. I thought Louisa was the only one who ever came in here. Well, and me, of course. CRASH! One more cup slid to the ground.

The intruder set his box down veeery slowly and righted the shelf I had tipped. I was just about to sputter something extremely non-Zenlike when the words got tangled up in my tongue. My scowl fully retreated as my eyes widened. Why hadn’t I seen him before? It occurred to me that most girls could go a whole life time of seeing strange boys in teashops (grocery stores, movie theaters, stadiums … you get the idea) and not lay eyes on someone so perfectly gorgeous.

“What were you do ing?” he asked, offering me a hand up. I took it slowly, my stomach flipping.

“I … I …” Apparently, I could no longer speak. Great.

He cocked his head expectantly. I stared. And stared. And stared. Finally I said the first and best thing that came to mind. “I was standing on my head. I do that.”

I do that. Wow. Smooth. I could feel my face reddening.

“Oh.” He looked at me as if I were some amusing—yet potentially deranged—creature from another planet. “Why?”

I didn’t get the chance to reply because the door to the main shop opened again and Louisa came hurrying into the room, her scarves flowing luxuriantly behind her.

“What on earth? Is everything all right? Annie, my sweetness! What are you doing here?”

Just when you think your face can’t get any redder, know this:

It can.



Chapter Two


[image: image]

Tea gives you courage.

—ANNIE’S GRANDMOTHER LOUISA

Nothing had gone according to plan. How was I supposed to ask for a job now, with tea leaves poking out of my already crazy hair?

Louisa helped me to my feet and dusted some tea leaves off my shirt. “Jonathan, this is my granddaughter Annie. Annie, Jonathan,” She acted as if my destroying half of her storeroom was perfectly normal.

“Jonathan’s grandmother is an old friend of mine from the ashram. She studied in India at the same time I did … gosh, that must’ve been over thirty years ago now. Where does the time go? Anyway, he’s been helping me out with some of the inventory.” I remembered to shake hands firmly and even managed to—sort of—look him in the eye as I wheezed out a “Nice to meet you.”

“Hey, Annie.” Jonathan nodded, grinning openly at the entertaining spectacle that was yours truly. I began straightening the room, and he pitched in to help. Louisa looked at me bemusedly. I knew she was waiting for an explanation, but I wasn’t ready to tell her the real reason I had snuck in through the back of the shop.

“I just wanted to see if the new delivery had anything interesting …”

Louisa nodded tactfully, smiled, and hooked her arm in mine. “Well, in that case,” she said as she led me back toward the shop. I glanced behind and watched as Jonathan gathered the rest of the teacup shards and took them outside to the trash. As he moved out the door and out of sight, it was like a fog had been lifted. I plopped down on my favorite well-worn stool at the counter and took in the whole scene. Everything was pretty much how I left it the last time I visited. The furniture was old but funky—funky in a good way, not funky in an “it bothers my nose” way. Lively music played, and the shelves were packed with every variety of tea and coffee you could imagine. Green, scarlet, black, vanilla, rooibos, Earl Grey, Darjeeling … you get the idea.

People were scattered inside of the shop, reading papers and chatting. There was an old man at one table holding an enormous book called—I think—Ulysses, and a group of ladies at another table exchanging pictures and recipes. I smiled. I’ve been coming here for a very long time, sometimes with my two best friends, Genna and Zoe, who live nearby. Louisa nicknamed us the Teashop Girls. Ever since we were six years old, she has helped us with our Tea Handbook, a tea-centric scrapbook filled with cool recipes and quotes and old advertisements. It is my most treasured possession.

“So how are you, my dearest darling? Look!” Louisa led me behind the counter of her store. “We have a new variety of black tea in today,” she said as she plucked a glass jar off the shelf, her armful of silver bracelets clinking musically. Louisa opened it and waved it before my nose. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. I could almost taste blackberries. And something else … maybe cinnamon?

“Mmm. That smells delicious.” I reached for my favorite teapot, the white porcelain one with a curved spout and hand-painted blue flowers. It reminded me of the lilac bush out on the Steeping Leaf patio. Louisa smiled and took our cups off the shelf, then scooped some of the new tea into the pot so it could bloom in the hot water. We grinned at each other as the good smell wafted about. Louisa fussed a bit with one of her scarves, sending it fluttering behind her shoulder. Her crystal earrings twinkled in the afternoon light. I’m sure coolness skips a generation because my mom, with her sensible khaki mom-pants and cardigan sweaters, is kind of boring-looking next to her mother. There might still be hope for me, as long as I spend a lot more time here at the shop.

“How was school today, my lovely?” Louisa tucked a piece of my wild hair behind my ear and pulled out a lingering tea leaf as we both waited for our tea to fully steep.

“Pretty good,” I replied, remembering my day. “My least favorite person, Zach—you probably remember him, he’s come in here to bother us—finally got in trouble for being in the hall when we were supposed to be learning about the Etruscans.” I smiled a little, warming up. “Then they did a locker check and discovered he had three Milios subs in there from, like, nine years ago, which is what was smelling up our entire floor. Ew. Anyway, everyone in my grade is excited for summer and hardly paying attention to the teachers at all, so we had a pop quiz in math and I was totally freaked out that I completely failed, but somehow miraculously did awesome on it.” I stopped to catch my breath. “How is your day going?”

“Quite, quite well. There’s the new tea, of course, and when I was doing my tai chi this morning, I saw a mother robin tending to her nest on our rafters. I’ll show you.” Louisa winked at me and pointed out the window to the corner of the roofline. Sure enough, a clump of sticks and brush was tucked safely behind the gutter. I smiled.

“I wonder how long she’s been there.” We watched the nest for a few moments, hoping to see some tiny new beaks. One of the best parts about living in Madison is how completely nature is a part of the city. Sure, there are the obvious ways, like all its lakes. But it’s also the little things, like people’s prairie gardens in place of lawns and flowering roundabouts in the middle of the neighborhoods’ intersections. Louisa and I highly approve.

“Only a day or two, I think.” Louisa checked our steeping tea; she was a master at gauging just the right moment to remove the leaves. “Mmm, smells like perfection.” Louisa poured our cups, her scarves never even coming close to getting in the way. It was, like, against the laws of physics or something. I added a little sugar to mine and took a big sip.

“This is delicious. But I actually came down for another reason …” This was it. Now or never. I set my cup down and hesitated, my pulse quickening. I hoped my little storeroom episode wouldn’t give my grandmother reason to hesitate when I asked to be a real barista. “So, um … Louisa, I’ve, uh, been thinking, and I’d really, really, really like to work for you here in the shop. I know I’m a bit young, but you don’t have to pay me much, and I promise I’ll see to everything you need. I … I practically know this place better … better than my own bedroom, and, and …”

Louisa put her hand lightly on my shoulder and I stopped stammering and looked at her anxiously.

“Annie, dear, what a surprise!” She paused and smiled. “It would be a joy to have you here more often, but do you really want to start working? Childhood goes so fast, love.”

I cringed at the word “childhood.” This was not going well. Thirteen—almost fourteen—was hardly childhood. Besides, I had helped Louisa lots of times before. It would be so easy and fun to do it regularly, like an actual grown-up.

“Louisa, I’ve thought about it a ton, and I know I am ready. I love your shop more than anything, and I’ve wanted to work here for a long time. You can count on me.”

“I know I can, dear.”

“I made a whole list for you. I am always on time, and I think I have good chi, and some of your customers know me already …” I gave Louisa my “Reasons to Hire Your Favorite Grandchild” list.


Reasons to Hire Your Favorite grandchild, annie green


1. I take showers with seven different organic gels, shampoos, masks, beads, conditioners, and skin cleansers and therefore smell good all the time without hurting the environment.

2. I think my chi is in good order. I mean, I hope so.

3. Old people like me because I know who Jimmy Stewart and Bea Arthur are.

4. I love tea and adore coffee. Which, according to my dad, is why I will never grow taller than 5’1”.

5. I am extremely punctual, and am, in fact, often early as I have nothing better to do besides study or go to the mall, which is a shrine to mindless consumerism and should be avoided at all costs unless Hollister is having a sale.

6. I am awed by the long history and endless health benefits of tea. And I know that orange pekoe has to do with the size of the tea leaf, not the color or flavor. Weird.

7. I am very cheerful. Annoyingly so, say my brothers, the grandchildren who, I believe, did not write thank-you notes after receiving lovely birthday presents. I think we can both agree the two of them aren’t the best judges of character. I have the perfect level of cheer for barista-hood.

8. The Tea Handbook is full to bursting … so I must know more about the Way of Tea than practically anyone.

Louisa chuckled as she read it over.

“This is some list, Annie. Did you talk to your parents about this?” she asked gently.

“Yes, and Mom even said it was okay.” You would not believe what I had to go through to get my parents to agree to allow me to try to get a job. I knew my mom would cave eventually; she loves the Leaf almost as much as I do. The shop has been around forever, even when my mom was my age. I didn’t mention how my mom had said she’d like to see Louisa taking it easier. Louisa was vibrant, but she was nearing seventy. Meanwhile, I was bursting with energy.

“You sound very serious, Annie. I respect that.” Louisa nodded carefully. I could feel myself holding my breath. I let it out sharply as I prepared to further build my case. I could see a couple of the customers staring at me. Was it just my imagination, or had people stopped chatting?

“Thank you. I would like to come in a few afternoons after school, and maybe one full shift on the weekends.” I looked my grandmother right in the eye. She smiled at me, bemused. There was a long pause. I wondered if I should talk some more or forget the whole thing and tell her I was just kidding.

“All right then, dear, consider yourself hired.” Louisa’s eyes sparkled as she watched my grin widen. She pulled me into a big bear hug.

“Really?” I asked, breaking away from her hug. “Really, really?”

“Really,” she replied.

I clapped my hands and looked around the shop through new eyes, feeling proprietary. My first workplace. A girl just couldn’t ask for a better one.

“Let us toast!” Louisa laughed as she refreshed our cups. We clinked our china and sipped the tasty brew. I set my cup down, still bursting with excitement. I decided to do a little victory dance—a cross between a spastic sprinkler and the Charleston, I think.

I could feel the eyes of many a shop patron fixed on my impromptu celebratory hopping, but I didn’t care one bit.

“So, my dancing queen, when would you like to start?” Louisa asked me.

“Today? Tomorrow? I don’t know … soon!” I kept jumping happily from foot to foot.

As the words left my mouth, I heard something behind me. It sounded like muffled snickering. I shimmied around and saw Jonathan come out of the back room. How could I have forgotten he was here?! I abruptly stopped moving, midhop, as my face reignited. I smoothed my hair a bit and cleared my throat, trying to look normal. The one thing I have going for me is memorable hair. But it only looks okay when it is under house arrest by various products such as gel, styling cream, mousse, etc. Which I had not bothered with today as Beth was hogging the bathroom. Curly red hair is the pits. Curly red hair when your face is blushing is the double pits. Maybe triple. Jonathan looked at me and smiled, opening his mouth as if to say something and then closing it before any words came out. Why, why, why did he have to come out in the middle of the celebratory Sprinkler Hop?

“Wonderful news, Jonathan! I’ve just this minute hired Annie as our newest barista,” Louisa explained.

“Cool. Welcome.” He moved to a chair and started paging through a notebook. His long legs barely fit under the table, and his dark blond hair hung in his eyes. I waited for some crack about not letting me in the storage room, but I guess older boys are too mature for that sort of thing.

“Come in tomorrow at eleven, dear, and I’ll show you the register,” Louisa said to me over her shoulder. I wondered if he would be working. I couldn’t take my eyes off him; thank goodness Louisa was on her way to her office and pretended not to notice.

I surveyed the Leaf once again. It had been a pretty good day as days go. Got job, check. Met extremely cute boy, unexpected, but check anyway. Completely embarrassed self in front of grandmother, teashop patrons, and aforementioned extremely cute boy, check, check, check.

As I was carefully placing my cup in the sink, something very strange happened. The music abruptly stopped playing and the cozy interior of the Leaf went dark.
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This is an ad Louisa gave me. It’s from the 1940s and shows how many people used to consider tea a summer drink. Louisa explained to me how, when she was a kid, no one had air-conditioning in their houses. So they would sit on their porches with cool beverages like iced tea and visit with neighbors. I think this is the reason Louisa barely ever uses her air-conditioning at home. She would rather be outside with her friends and a cool drink, just like the lady in the advertisement.



Chapter Three
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“I can just imagine myself sitting down at the head of the table and pouring out the tea,” said Anne, shutting her eyes ecstatically, “and asking Diana if she takes sugar. I know she doesn’t but of course I’ll ask her just as if I didn’t know.”

—LUCY MAUD MONTGOMERY, ANNE OF GREEN GABLES

So, did Barista Boy say ‘welcome,’ like, with an eyebrow thing, or just ‘welcome’ like Mr. Nelson when we show up late for social studies?” Genna was the master of guy-versation, especially since she discovered the Relationship section at the University Bookstore. Zoe, Genna, and I were sprawled out on the floor of my room, having a miniparty to celebrate my official entrance into the working world. We made guacamole and biscotti, an odd combo, I admit, but always a crowd pleaser. With Genna flinging her arms around, some of it was sure to land on my rug or bedspread. It would not be the first time.

“Um, somewhere in between?” I answered her kind of halfheartedly. I had a fairly massive homework assignment to finish and my parents said my grades had to “impress them” if I wanted to work at the shop. But Genna could talk voice tone for hours. She wanted to become either an actress or an artist, which meant that she liked to dissect human—mostly boy—behavior a lot. Her name was actually Jenny, but she changed it when we were in the sixth grade and insisted on the g spelling because she thought it was more “cinematic.” I still can’t believe all the parents and teachers we know are okay with this.

I was so happy to see both Gen and Zo, but the fact that the lights went out in the Leaf was nagging at me. Right after it happened, Louisa sent Jonathan home and closed early for the day. The look on my grandmother’s face worried me. Something was really not right. I kept remembering how my mom said the shop wasn’t busy enough lately and how she was concerned Louisa wasn’t paying all the bills promptly. My stomach knotted up a little when I thought about it.

“The important thing is that she got a job, okay? Not that some high school boy said ‘welcome.’” Zoe was lying in the middle of my floor, perfectly straight. She is half Indian, and her amazing, shiny, perfectly smooth straight hair, which I’m totally not one bit jealous of, was cascading around her. Unlike Genna, with her constant wild gesturing, Zoe conserved her movements. She was an athlete and pretty much unflappable. Zo usually wore almost all white; she had this ability to never spill anything on herself. If more than 30 percent of a conversation drifted to the topic of boys, she got annoyed. “If my parents let me have a job I’d want to work at the Leaf.”

Zoe raised her straight legs four inches off the floor. I stayed where I was, draped over the director’s chair stolen from my brothers’ bedroom.

“Thank you, Zo.”

The last time we all managed to hang out outside of school was a week ago, when we went to the Memorial Union terrace, by the university union. And by hang out I mean I hid under an umbrella most of the time, coated in SPF 175, while Genna and Zoe ran around with a Frisbee and some boys from our class. Okay, I’ll admit it, I felt left out, and as sunny as it was, the extreme measures to prevent further frecklege was a little bit of an excuse. As you might have noticed, I get kind of shy around boys, not sure what to say. We’d all been friends for so long—since kindergarten, when Genna taught Zoe and me to braid hair—but the thing is, I still look and feel mostly like a kid, and my friends are starting to seem like actual, I don’t know … women. It’s weird. Really weird. The fact that we were all in my room talking about my new job and my new crush was heaven.

“So, how is Louisa?” Genna asked. She scratched at the fake tattoo on her lower back.

“The same; she’s good,” I replied.

“You remember how she always called us the Teashop Girls when we were in elementary school?” Genna asked. I grinned.

“Of course I remember.” She still does, I added to myself.

“You were the president!” Genna said, whirling around and pointing her finger at me. Zoe laughed.

“And you were the life-long queen.”

“We were awesome back then.” Zoe nodded. “We were the princesses of the Steeping Leaf kingdom.”

“That’s right. While all the other kids were eating PBJs, we were making scones.” Genna arched her eyebrow. I giggled. “Hey, whatever happened to the Handbook? I want to read the rules again.”

“Umm … the ones we wrote in third grade?” I hesitated. I wasn’t sure it was a good idea to tell my friends how carefully I had saved them after we stopped talking about our little club. Even though Gen and Zo didn’t add to the Handbook anymore, I still worked on it quite a bit. Suddenly I felt a little embarrassed.

“Come on, you remember,” Zoe said. “No boys allowed at tea …”

“I have them right here,” I confessed. I dug in my messy closet for a few moments and unearthed a big purple box filled with treasures. Right on top was the Tea Handbook itself. Among the recipes, advertisements, and snapshots of us were several colorful copies of the TSG rules written in Zoe’s precise penmanship. It was more perfect than any other nine-year-old’s writing, that was for sure. I grinned and did a little curtsy as I presented them.
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