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FIRST TUESDAY
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Our Elliot's still snoring away as I polish up my flat black lace-ups and slip into my dental-white Carewise overall.  I've always hated most uniforms except tennis ones, and the one I wore when I drove the Number 25 bus. 

I comb through my duck-damp hair and take a last look in the mirror.  Well, Bobbie, you go for it, duck.  Well, if June can, so can I.  She fucked off to Copenhagen in April, didn't she?  I never dreamt she'd want to sell Wimble Den.  The house had set like bone around us, like a second body, though she never minded that.  Then I gave her the push she needed when I played away with Babs, and now I feel sort of wrong-footed. It should be me with the exciting new life.  Instead, here I am clambering over my bulging boxes in Elliot's spare room where somewhere, stuffed deep down in a dark cardboard crevice, is that fluffy lime ball, the one I stole from Wimbledon that time and gave to June.  Like a wedding ring it was to her, once upon a time.  What's mine isn't yours any more, Bobbie.  So take the bloody thing back!  She should have punched me lights out.  I would have!  But that's not June's style.  Nor is it Tash's.  (She's Babses chick.)

A quick blast of the hairdryer and I'm ready for the off.  Tra Elliot!  Wish me luck!  He groans.  Well, it is only ten past eight.  

I'm headed for me new lady's house in Belvedere Road.  Hazel from Carewise phoned me up yesterday, First Monday.  "Got a job that's right up your street, Bobbie," she said. She promised me the job was mornings only, back by lunch time.  In time for Wimbledon. 

It was all June’s fault.  She got me hooked on the thunk of tennis balls that soothe your head for two long weeks and that last wedge of sunlight you get on Centre Court, eight o'clock shaped.  

Hooked, big time.  

Now Wimbledon’s just a habit that's hard to kick.  It’s been tied up with June for so long, it seems wrong her not being here.  This is our time of year, she always said.  She always said Wimbledon was a season, like Christmas, except Christmas is really only one day when you think about it.  Wimbledon a whole fortnight.

*
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Belvedere Road where Gwen McMahon lives is about fifteen minutes walk from Elliot's.  Number Nine has some kind of shrub growing up over the downstairs window, like hair in your eye, and I've got the butterflies in me as I walk up the path.  I'll have to start talking proper around Gwen.  Doesn't, not don't.  In the, not int.  My, not me.  That's just lazy Chesterfield talk.  Was, not were.  But Gwen.  She sounds a right dear, doesn't she?  But the woman who opens the front door of Number Nine is big and hefty with puffy bits round her eyes, chin and ankles.  She's got a crimson face, and she's short on breath, and her breasts have rolled into one great pillow of bosom which sits on her stomach under her pale blue dress.

"You must be Betty," she says, leaning over her stick on the chequered porch floor.  Black and white check.  "How nice of you to come.  "Come in, Betty, and I'll -"

"It's Bobbie."

"Bobbie?  Oh, I do beg your pardon.  Is that short for Roberta?" 

"Robina." 

"May I call you Robina?"

"If you like.  But everyone calls me Bobbie."

"You're smaller than I thought you'd be ... "

And I want to say to her, You'd like June then.  There's a lot of bigness about June.  Hips, stout legs.  A big sturdy tree to climb over.  Big June, but not overweight.  It's her frame.  Her big moon face.  Her big chest that comes out from her neck, and if you heard the power when she sings, just like Alison Moyet, then you'd know how important a big roomy chest like that is.  And her tits are the biggest.  Dark-capped, cor.  I used to think of her nipples as dark eyes looking at me, or sometimes as plasters that you could peel off, gushing gallons of milk.  Me?  I'd produce a dribble, if that.  I was one of them flat-chested twelve- year-olds who stuff their vests and bras with all sorts.  

Gwen shows me through to the sitting room. Her hair’s like hay, sort of yellowy grey with a natural wave, and quite long for an old person.  

"Now, Betty, if you would just arrange the two cushions at the back of my chair ... thank you.  If you would just help me into it.  There.  That's better."  Her eyes are bold blue and full of extra matter.  "And perhaps you'd be so kind as to make me my second cup of tea of the morning, would you?"

She huffs and puffs as she settles in her chair and it's just struck me how dark the room is.  It's a summer's day and she's got the light on.  It's all this dark furniture.  Bookcases with latticed glass doors, sideboards with fancy handles, dark oak table and chairs.  Any light coming in is first filtered through that forest of firs in the back garden, and then again through those stained glass panels on the windows.  

"Now then.  My neighbour Mrs Parrott has been making me my first cup at seven o'clock before she goes to work.  I can get myself up, you understand - it just takes me that much longer."  

"Yeah.  Hazel mentioned your arthritis." 

She tells me how she lives more or less downstairs since she had the dining room converted into a bedroom.  "I've got all I could possibly want with the washroom and toilet over the way.  Except the bath.  So I don't have one of those every day."  She stops to stroke her whiskery chin. "Now I'll give you a key, Betty, and if you would be able to start at eight o'clock and serve my breakfast at half past eight, that would be a most civilized hour."

"Okey-doke."  

The grandfather clock chimes nine as I do some of the breakfast dishes while waiting for the kettle.  

I'm carrying in the tea when Gwen says, "You live in Newminster the agency told me.  You have a house of your own there, do you?  Or do you rent?"

"I'm living at my brother's flat." 

"Not married then?"

"No."

"Still, it's nice to have family who are close."

"Yeah.  Though I've got to be out of Elliot's soon.  He needs to let out the spare room." 

"Boyfriend?"

"Oh yeah," I say, pouring the tea.  I could kick myself, I really could. Time was when I'd have said, No, but I've got a right natty girlfriend, though that's not true no more neither.  But you get to learn, over the years, that it makes life easier.  Old people like normality.  Shit, this is June territory this.  Or maybe June's being up front these days, out there in Denmark,  because June's the one making big changes now, though she fought against it long enough. "You're stuck int past, duck," I was always telling her.  And she used to say, "So what? I like the past, Bobbie."  She said I'd lost a lot of mine.  The bits she loved.  She said my Chesterfield accent had faded.  That was one of the things that she first fell for when we were eighteen. 

"Now then, Betty, before I forget, I need to take something for my arthritis.  And then I would be awfully grateful if you would do some hand-washing for me, and then if you would do the shopping, I'll give you a list, if you would be so kind."

"Certainly."

"And then if you wouldn't mind dusting and hoovering when you get back.  Oh, I'm so glad we get on well, Betty.  ROBERTA."

"Me too."

"Now then, I may need the odd help with letters and bills on some days.  My hands don't have the same flexibility."  She looks down at them with faint disgust. 

"What time d'you like lunch, Gwen?"

"About noon.  Anne comes in the afternoons."  There's an emotion in her voice when she says Anne's name, a bit reverential.  "Anne comes at three o'clock, earlier if it's nice, and we go out in her car or for a little walk to my father's memorial seat on the cliff top overlooking the bay."  

"Sounds grand."

"Or if it's dull, then we might play a game in the sitting room perhaps.  Oh, she is good to me, Anne."

"Does she come weekends too?"

"Most weekends, oh yes.  If not, then I fall back on the goodwill of  Parrott."  

"Right then," I say, a willing look on my face. "I'll make a start on the washing, should I?"

"Oh good," she says. "Now, there should be a bag of cardigans and dresses in my wardrobe for things that can't go in the machine."

I go into her bedroom which has dingy patterned wallpaper.  I open her wardrobe and find the bag under the small row of dresses and suits and cardigans and wonder why it is that old people always go in for the same colours and styles.  

The soap flakes look like little diamonds of confetti on the stainless steel base of the kitchen sink which gets me thinking of weddings.  Unconventional weddings.  Like the one Gordon and Colin were all set to have in Denmark last year, because it's legal there for gay people, but then they had a big bust-up, though they've kissed and made up lots since.  

I got to know Gordon through Elliot.  They work together.  Gordon and Colin have both got beards.  Fungus-faces.  Gordon's the balding, thick-set one, Colin's more wiry and fair, with a sense of the metaphysical.  You see, I can switch whenever I like.  I can switch from gritty northern slang to all clever and academic.  I've got one of them minds me, picks up all sorts of bits and bobs along the way, most of it rubbish, but now and again you get a few treasures that are yours for keeps.  Anyway, me and Gordon, we once kissed before he had his beard, just to remind ourselves of what it was like with the opposite sex.  I felt his whiskers scratching like an emery-board against me chin.  In fact it was Gordon and Colin, with all their Denmark talk, who must have got June interested in moving out there.  

I wash and rinse and squeeze and hang out and the clock chimes another quarter, and it's time for me to go to the Arnecombe shops on the main road.  My first port of call is the tiny supermarket, and then the deli, and I buy tins of this and that, peeled potatoes and coleslaw and peas and tongue and tuna.  Elderly food.  I buy thin slices of fresh ham in tracing paper untouched by human hands, well, only plastic-gloved hands, and freshly-baked white bread with a dusting of flour on top, and green bog roll, and I think about the time, the only time, that me and June made it up to Wimbledon.  We had tickets so we didn't have to queue, we sent off for them well in advance and ticked boxes saying which week and which courts we wanted tickets for, and we were lucky, we got tickets for the Ladies' Quarter-Finals.  

"Oh, you are a good girl, Anne," says Gwen on my return, and as I'm unpacking she adds, "I've been thinking.  I may be able to help with finding you somewhere to live."

"Oh yeah?"  I notice her skin which is all spotted and patterned, like the faded wallpaper in her bedroom.  

"Leave it with me," she says, her eyes on me.  Maybe she's looking at my skin which is the smooth and plain sort, like paint, the way younger people have it. "I'll see what I can do."

"Cheers."

Gwen waves away my gratitude as I find a home for the groceries in the fridge and the larder. Then I run her bath and help her in and help her out, and plug in the hoover, and dust round bags of humbugs and a photograph of what looks like Gwen on her wedding day.  My husband, she says. Dropped down dead four months later.  And before I can blink, it's one o'clock and time to go.  

"Right then, see you same time tomorrow, Gwen."

*
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Back at Elliot's I slip out of my white Carewise uniform and pick among the hillock of clothes for something to slop about in.  Me red T-shirt with the three buttons, me jeans.  

Red suits you, Bobbie.

Matches me politics then, don't it? 

I told June when we first met that me politics were red.  It was just before the 79 General Election.  But June wasn't a political animal.  I could tell she didn't know one shade of red from another, but she wanted a piece of my raw red energy which I traded for her Wimbledon green bits.  But June could never keep up with my politics.  In the eighties, when she thought she was being dead radical shouting, Maggie Maggie Maggie, Out Out Out, along with the rest, I was collecting for the miners' wives.  June'd come along with me, stand with her bucket, collect signatures, but she couldn't answer questions like I could.  "If you just ask that woman over there in the black donkey jacket," she'd say, "she knows more about it than I do."  Me, I could yak on to people for hours in the freezing cold, with a permanent drip on the end of me conk.  One of them people was Babs.  She'd have been about thirty-five then.  She's fifty now with shorn black hair.

"I've always wanted to sleep with you, Bobbie," Babs said, when we had our affair last Christmas.  "I always thought you had such a revolutionary face.  A short woman with a big presence.  Whatever happened to all that political energy?"

I switch from my red thoughts, and start settling down to a green and white afternoon, seeing what's new this year - in fashion.  Take the outfits.  Shorts have come up and gone down.  All the men these days are into those baggy shorts, flapping about their knees - the little bum-huggers Borg and McEnroe and Becker made famous, long gone, and the shirts are long as well, hanging out, waving about in the breeze like damp washing.  The sort Agassi and Sampras wear.  While women's knickers have gone plain and unfrilled; tunics have come and gone and come back again - well, for the younger players anyway, like Venus Williams and Anna Kournikova. 

And it's a good blend.  Quiet matches, dramatic matches.  An active morning with Gwen in the quiet, stained glass house followed by a soft, genteel afternoon with pockets of excitement and surprise, and gorgeous slow-motion shots, like a ballet.  Skirts lifting up, limbs springing and landing with animal grace.  Change the balls please, the ball was good.

The balls are lime.  June couldn't believe they were green in real life, when we were up at Wimbledon.  She said they looked white on telly.  But in the flesh they were green, even at high-speed.  They were green when they rolled off the court, like that loose one which went for walkies off one of the outside courts, and I grabbed it, hid it in me fist and gave it to her later as a souvenir.  It's green, duck.  See?  Oh that ball.  Like a wedding ring it was to her.

Well, we were getting to be like a married couple, even ten years ago. OK, so I would still sit in the buff on our fluffy hearth rug on our varnished wood floor at Wimble Den.  The cream rug grassing through my fingers.  Lodged in the crook of her great thighs.  Yeah, she still liked my knobbly spine which was like something to unbutton she said.  Yeah, she still liked the way she could always tell when I was smiling by the way my cheeks rose from behind she said.  And then there were me other cheeks.  Me dimpled bum cheeks.  But even our bums were becoming something of a joke, not sexy no more.  Her bum was dead warm and friendly, like another face.  You half expected it to smile at you any minute.  I once drew a face on it in black felt tip for a laugh.  Well, we were both rat-arsed, weren't we?  I made her bum dimples into eyes and the crack was like the nose and at the bottom I did a sort of smile.  It turned out more like a cat so I penned some whiskers on the outer bits.  What a laugh that was.  But laughs weren't enough and even they started dying out after a while.  We went dead serious.  Seriously boring.  

"We'll end up like Babs and Tash if we're not careful, duck," I'd say.  

"Oh, we're not like them," she'd  say.  "Anyway, they haven't got Wimbledon.  Wimbledon is our barometer, Bobbie.  If you ever tire of Wimbledon, Bobbie, or get bored with it, it'll never be the same."  

"As if, duck.  A zif."

That photo of me and June on top of Elliot's telly, that says it all.  Taken last July in the back garden of Wimble Den - our green and cream des res.  June's idea that, the name and everything, the paintwork.  She was the domestic one.  You can tell from the photo that our last seven years together had settled into a sort of over 35's match.  Not serious or intense like the games we used to play - but for old time's sake.  I look a bit tired and lined and I'm starting to lose my cheeks. Cheeks start falling down over the years, they start getting a bit slack, though I still don't look thirty-seven in that picture.  More like thirty.  But I'm not what you'd call pretty, I never was going to be, though my bone structure's pretty natty so I've been told.  That made June feel safe with me, I reckon.  Me not being some gorgeous catch.  She must have thought I wouldn't get stolen.  Bit daft really, knowing the likes of Babs don't give a stuff about looks but then June thought Babs and Tash would always be an item.  Well, they are, but since when did that stop folk having affairs?  
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