Third Prize: Her Mysterious Smile, As Always

Every day, usually between the hours of three and four, she would arrive at the
tea parlour and take her seat by the bay window. She would order the same
pot of darjeeling - “strong, no milk” - and sip the remainder of the afternoon
away. Smiling to herself, sometimes reading or knitting or simply looking out
the window, she always sat alone to take her tea. Sometimes she mightindulge
in a biscuit, or occasionally, half a slice of cake. But always smiling, to
herself. About what? A mystery.

Forgive me for referring to it as ‘her’ seat by the window, for that is not
entirely correct. No, | do not mean that the pronoun is in any way up for debate;
but that ownership or claim of any particular chair in the tea room might be.

She did not have a standing or recurring reservation for that coveted
window spot. Nor did she have any particular direct association or relationship
with our establishment, other than that she appeared without fail each
afternoon - apart from Christmas Day, the one day on the calendar the parlour
did not open its doors. After a few years of this pattern, the staff became so
accustomed to her routine that each day, from perhaps half past two onwards,
whenever a patron attempted to sit in that spot by the window, we would
manage to intercept them. Perhaps we would gesture towards another table in
that welcoming and convivial way that a hostess does so skilfully, curating the
arrangement of people about a room the way a florist arranges peonies in a
crowded vase. Or, we might make a song and dance of tidying that particular
table, polishing so slowly and comprehensively that newly arrived guests would
grow impatient and, dissuaded from the tantalising window seat, at last settle
into a different spot.

When | first came to work at the parlour, some months ago, and was still
learning the ways of our quaint and genteel little shop, | made the grave error
of not ensuring her throne was suitably vacant at the customary time. She
appeared at the threshold, heralded by a tinkle of the little bell that was placed
so that the opening door would disturb it and announce any new arrivals. With
one glance around the tea rooms, she spied the two hapless tourists | had
installed by the bay window. Raising one of her finely arched eyebrows, she
caught the attention of the matronly woman who was our proprietress - who at
that moment was preoccupied with slicing sugar cubes in half, one of her many
ill-conceived penny-pinching schemes which | came to equal parts loathe and
admire.

In a flurry of activity, the fastest | have ever seen our illustrious
forewoman move before or since, the tourists and their hiking accoutrements -
walking sticks of various kinds, hats, galoshes, overcoats - were



unceremoniously swept up and deposited onto the sofa by the lavatory door.
Replacing them in the window seat, elegant, dignified and the picture of
composure, was this mysterious lady who | - at that point in time - knew nothing
about, other than to marvel at her seeming power to tilt the room and its
denizens about as if on an axis whose rotation responded to her every whim.

| resolved to ask about the lady in the window once the day’s work was
done. Her story was revealed to me by my fellow tea ladies in much the same
way as | have related it to you here.

But then, just today, our proprietress - whom | have grown begrudgingly
fond of, after all - caught me sneaking glimpses towards the window seat and
its afternoon occupant, smiling her mysterious smile as always. She sighed her
frumpy little sigh, and whispered to me:

“You know, it's a great mystery to me... Before she came in here every
day, there was this man used to come in to the shop every day, around the
same time of the afternoon. Always sat in that seat too, always. Drank a pot of
darjeeling, sometimes a biscuit or something. And one day he just...
Disappeared, never saw him again. Few months later, she shows up, most
gorgeous lady | ever did see. | mean, if he weren’t a man and she weren’t a
woman, from their habits and what not you might think they were the very
same. Mind you, only other difference... he always looked so miserable. Never
smiled once.”



