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    Second Service

    Aubrey Kenneth-Moss. Book 4. Fiamma Spark.

  
    Chapter 1: Arrivals

    Tess

    I saw his hand before I saw his face.

    9:51 a.m. Logan, cell-phone lot, the rental Subaru with its hatch already up. I came around the front bumper with the bag and the racquet sticking out of the side pocket and his right hand was at twelve on the wheel and I knew the hand before I let myself know I knew it. Fifteen years of doubles in the knuckles. The pad of the thumb. The way the fingers fell when he was not gripping yet.

    I had not seen Jude Auster since 2011. I had seen photographs. Photographs are not hands.

    "Tess."

    "Hi."

    He got out, took the bag, walked it around to the back. The racquet went in butt-first; he turned it ninety degrees so the head sat against the spare. I noticed myself noticing. I had decided on the flight that I was going to be a person who did not notice and was, ninety seconds in, failing.

    "Coffee?" he said.

    "I had one."

    "There's a Dunkin' on the way out of the airport. There is also a Dunkin' four miles in. There is essentially a Dunkin' every six minutes between here and Newport."

    "Still had one."

    "Noted." He shut the hatch. "Get in."

    The Subaru smelled of new rental and somebody else's air freshener, pine but the chemical version, the version that admits at the back of the throat that it is not pine. He pulled out of the lot at 9:54 and turned south toward 95. I watched his right hand come off the wheel to flick the indicator and go back to twelve. His hand had not changed. His face had changed. There was grey at the temple closer to me, more of it than not, and a line at the outside corner of his right eye that you could have set a coin in.

    I looked away.

    Forty-one is too old to come back, which is why you said yes. The line had been in my head since the appearance-fee email in February. The line had paid for the deck. The line was, today, in a Subaru, four cars behind a black F-150, two hours from Newport.

    "Schedule," he said.

    "Yes."

    "Practice court two at four. Director's email says intern on the umpire chair, we get an hour and a half. Sponsor cocktail Wednesday at six-thirty. Sponsor dinner Thursday seven-thirty, Vanderbilt Auberge. Broadcaster release I signed yesterday. They want a B-roll segment Wednesday morning before our match."

    "What's the segment."

    "Reunion-of-the-2011-qualifying-cohort." He said it the way a person reads a chyron. "Two minutes. They want us walking onto a court and laughing about something."

    "Laughing about something."

    "Anything. They'll cut it."

    "Mm."

    The Pell Bridge was eighty minutes out. The conversation, between the Pell Bridge and Logan, was professional in the way that meant we had both decided what professional was going to mean. Round of 16 draw: a French pair, a man and a woman, married, both ex-singles. The Italian seedings in the bottom half. The Spanish pair he had played mixed against in Cincinnati once and then never again because the woman had spat near his foot on the changeover. He told me the spit story and I laughed in the way a person laughs when they remember that the person telling the story is funny.

    10:33 a.m. We crossed into Rhode Island. I watched a Ford Transit van move into the centre lane to give an old Volvo room and I thought the body remembers, the body remembers, the body has not been on grass since 2017, and then I made myself stop, because the thinking was useless.

    "Strings," he said, at the Pell Bridge tollbooth.

    "Strings."

    "You still at fifty-six?"

    "Yes."

    "Gut."

    "Where else would I be."

    "Are we doing this in the tollbooth."

    "We are passing the time." He paid in transponder. The booth's reader chirped. "I am, for the record, still polyester."

    "At what."

    "Fifty-two."

    I let the number sit between us like something dropped on the floor.

    "That tone."

    "What tone."

    "The tone." He merged. "You used the tone in 2011 about my forehand grip and the tone has not aged."

    "I was twenty-six."

    "And tone-perfect."

    I let the laugh out short. He kept his eyes on the road, the kind of way a person keeps their eyes on the road when they have just been pleased with themselves and would rather not say so. The string-tension argument is a hundred years old. The argument can be a thousand years old. We can argue it again. I did not say this either. The Subaru hummed. I asked him whether he still strung his match racquets the way an angry person folds a fitted sheet and he said he resented the analogy and would not respond to it on principle.

    11:18 a.m. We came down off 95 and onto 138 and the Atlantic put its first request in: a slice of blue at the gap in two stands of cedar, gone before I could verify it. The houses changed shape. The cars in oncoming traffic acquired the quietness particular to towns that take cars as a class problem. Jude drove the way he had played doubles, careful at the alleys, an inch the difference between a winner and a let. We did not talk about the dinner he had asked me to in 2011. We did not talk about whether I had eaten. He pulled onto Bellevue Avenue at 11:46.

    The Cape was four blocks from the venue, a shingled grey thing with a porch and a sign that said NO TURNING IN DRIVEWAY in a font some hand-letterer had been paid for once in 1991. The landlord was on the porch already with a key on a wooden tag. The wooden tag had a number on it in pencil. The pencil was new.

    "You must be the tennis people," the landlord said.

    "We must be," Jude said.

    "Two bedrooms," the landlord said, as if confirming it for himself, as if he had stood on the porch all morning rehearsing the line.

    "That's right," I said.

    Jude had his right hand on the doorframe and his eyes on the grain of it. Bare wood, painted once in cream and then sanded down by the kind of people who rent a Cape for two weeks in August. The grain showed under his palm. The hand finds the surface before the man decides to. The doorframe is for now. I had been in the house thirty seconds and the noticing had returned, the thing I charged Fortune-500 boards eight hundred dollars an hour for and which I could not stop on rentals or in airports or in any room with a person in it.

    The kitchen was small. Yellow tile counter, the yellow of a midcentury linoleum that had not aged the way the manufacturer had hoped, and an apartment-size refrigerator humming three notes off A, and a kettle on the burner that had been left by a previous summer's tenant. There was a half-bath off the kitchen. I walked past it without looking in.

    Upstairs: two bedrooms, one bath. The bigger room had a queen with off-white rental sheets and a window onto Bellevue. The smaller had a double and a window onto the back yard's magnolia hedge.

    "Take the bigger," he said.

    "I was going to."

    "Right."

    He took the smaller. The landlord said something about garbage day and Sunday pickup and a recycling bin with a crack in it whose crack we did not need to take responsibility for if a neighbour brought it up. We thanked him. He left. The screen door ticked once on its closer and rested.

    12:14 p.m. I unzipped the racquet bag on the porch table. I had two match racquets and a backup, all gut at fifty-six, and a tube of three Wilson balls I had brought from California because I am a person who carries balls onto a plane. Jude came out behind me with his own bag and put it on the porch table next to mine.

    Two racquets on a porch table.

    His match racquet had a black overgrip. The wrap was new at the head and frayed at the butt-cap where his palm rode. The strings were polyester, the polyester that always looks slightly more plastic than gut looks, the polyester at fifty-two pounds. Mine was a white wrap with a cobalt stripe, the stripe that ran like a barber pole around the handle, the stripe I had been using for two years because the cobalt happens to match nothing in my closet.

    His black. My white-with-blue.

    I clocked it.

    I said nothing.

    He looked at the porch screen and not at the racquets. He was, I think, allowing me the looking. The screen had a tear at the bottom corner mended with what looked like surgical tape, a repair some landlord had made in March and then forgotten.

    "Lunch," he said.

    "Yes."

    "There is a place."

    "There's always a place."

    "Sandwich. Chips. We have practice at four."

    "Yes."

    I left the racquet bag open on the table. The black grip and the white-with-blue grip stayed in the bag together, butt-caps against the canvas, the small piece of grass that had fallen out of his racquet sleeve resting between them. I did not move the grass.

    We walked to the place. It was three blocks back toward the venue, a deli with a hand-painted sign and a glass case of cold cuts in the order they had been cut on Sunday. The woman behind the counter wore a paper hat. She did not say hello and we did not say hello, and the deli was busy enough that this read as professional courtesy rather than rudeness. Jude ordered turkey with mustard, no lettuce, on rye. I ordered the same minus the mustard plus a slice of tomato. He gave me his you-cannot-be-serious face about the tomato, and I gave him my you-cannot-be-serious face about the no-lettuce, and the woman in the paper hat did not look up.

    We took the sandwiches to a wooden table on the sidewalk. He set his on top of a folded napkin. I watched him eat. He had not learned to eat in fifteen years, which is to say he ate the way someone eats who has spent fifteen years coaching teenagers through pre-tournament meals: he did it efficiently, in the order the ingredients had been laid down. Bread, turkey, mustard, bread. He drank water from a paper cup. He did not look at his phone. He folded the wax paper into a rectangle when he was done and pushed it to the centre of the table.

    "You'll regret the tomato," he said.

    "I have never once regretted a tomato."

    "On rye it gets in the bread."

    "That's a feature."

    "Tess."

    "Jude."

    We finished the chips. The chips were salt-and-vinegar. The chips were good. He paid for both sandwiches before I could move on my wallet. I made the small face that meant I had clocked the gesture and would not say so. He made the small face that meant he had caught the small face. The whole exchange took two seconds. Fifteen years and we still do this in two seconds. I did not say it.

    * * *

    3:14 p.m. We came back. The Cape's front door was hot to the touch where the sun had been on the brass. He went upstairs to change. I went to the porch with a glass of water and sat in the rocking chair the previous renter had put there and watched the Bellevue magnolia hold its bloom against August, and thought about nothing in any organized way.

    The rocking chair was a Cracker Barrel chair, the kind a person buys in a parking lot in Tennessee and then ships home in a U-Haul. Someone had painted it grey. The grey was uneven. My hand on the arm of it felt the place where the painter had skipped, bare wood under three fingers and paint under the thumb. I rocked once. The floorboards under the runners had been sanded by twenty Augusts of renters. The chair gave one beat of complaint and rested.

    The body had not been on grass since 2017.

    The body had said yes for the deck.

    The deck I had bought after the divorce, with the appearance fee from a brand consult, was a deck made of cedar and faced west, off the kitchen of the house I had bought in the same month, and the deck was, in the way of decks, half-built. Cedar boards on sleepers. The contractor had run out of stain in June and had not come back. The appearance fee at Newport, post-tax, would buy the second half of the cedar and the stain and the contractor's afternoon to finish. The fee was for the deck. The deck was for nobody.

    The deck was the answer to why did you say yes. I had practised the answer in front of a mirror. It was usable. It was true. It was not the whole answer.

    The whole answer is not for today. Today the body remembers it is forty-one.

    I ran a hand along the rocker's arm again. The bare wood and the painted wood and the small ridge between them. The hands always go first, before the face has decided what to admit. I had been hired in 2022 by a tech CEO's lawyer to coach him through a deposition. The lawyer had wanted to talk about facial micro-expressions. I had told the CEO to put his hands flat on the table and leave them there for eight hours. He had paid me twice. The hand is the tell, and also the place where a person decides to stop telling.

    Upstairs, water ran. Jude in the shower.

    I sat with the glass. The glass was Libbey. Restaurant-stock, the kind that has lived in twenty rental kitchens. There was a chip on the rim. I drank around the chip.

    At 3:38 p.m. he came down in tennis whites and grass-court shoes. His hair was wet at the back. He stood in the doorway between the porch and the kitchen, one hand on the frame. I had not moved. We did not say anything for one beat. The screen door's broken hinge made its small clicking sound in the wind.

    "You good," he said.

    "Yes."

    "Three-thirty-eight. We walk at three-forty-five."

    "Yes."

    "You eaten enough."

    "Yes."

    "Tess."

    "I had the sandwich. I had the tomato. I am good."

    "Right."

    He went back into the kitchen. I heard the refrigerator open and close. I heard him drink water from the tap, the cold side, with the stiff handle. I heard him set the glass on the counter and not push it back to the sink. He had lived alone long enough to know the dishwasher was not full yet.

    3:45 p.m. I stood. The chair gave its single rocker-beat back to the floor.

    We walked.

    Jude

    10:02 p.m. Eastern. Kitchen.

    The kitchen at ten was clean. I had wiped the counter with a paper towel from a roll the previous renter had left half-used by the sink. The paper towel was printed with a pattern of small roosters. I had not noticed the roosters during the wipe. I noticed them now, balled in the trash.

    I called Carlsbad at seven Pacific the way I had called Carlsbad at seven Pacific from every hotel I had been in since 2017. My mother-in-law (ex; the ex mattered in court and nowhere else) picked up on the third ring, slightly out of breath. The kids' tournament had been in Indian Wells in February and the same picking-up had occurred. The breath was a feature of the system. The third ring was the system.

    "Hi, Carol."

    "Jude. The light there is supposed to be beautiful."

    "It is. I'm in a kitchen."

    "You can see the light from the kitchen."

    "Carol."

    "Mae's got the phone."

    The phone changed. I leaned my elbow on the yellow tile counter, which was the kind of yellow that admitted to having been chosen in 1962 and was not apologising. I watched the doorway from the kitchen into the front hall. The hallway light upstairs had come on. The light from upstairs ran across the floor of the kitchen and stopped at the leg of the table.

    "Hi, Dad."

    "How was practice."

    "Coach Hannah made me do the box drill seven times."

    "Was the seventh better than the first."

    "Six was better than the first. Seven was tired."

    "Six counts. How's Henry."

    "Asleep."

    "Eight thirty."

    "Eight twenty-five. He had a thing about the rash guard. He fell asleep mad."

    "He'll wake up not-mad."

    "He'll wake up still slightly mad. I know him."

    "You do. Where's Iris."

    A small distance away from the speaker, my eight-year-old voice. Dad. Dad. Daddy. Daddy. The phone changed hands.

    "Daddy."

    "Hi, baby."

    "Does Newport have dolphins."

    I considered. Newport, Rhode Island. The bay. There were dolphins in the world. There were dolphins on the East Coast. I had not personally seen a dolphin in Narragansett Bay. The honest answer was no.

    "There might be dolphins."

    "There are dolphins."

    "There might be."

    "Daddy. There are."

    "All right. There are dolphins."

    "Take a picture if there's a dolphin."

    "I will."

    "Love you, Daddy."

    "Love you, baby. Put Mae back."

    Mae back.

    "Six is fine, you said."

    "Six is fine. Box drill, you do seven, you only have to do the seven if the seven is better than the first. Otherwise you stop at six."

    "Coach Hannah's gonna make me do seven."

    "Tell Coach Hannah I said six."

    "She doesn't care what you said."

    "True."

    "Dad."

    "Mm."

    "Is it weird."

    "Is what weird."

    "Newport. With her."

    I looked at the doorway. The hall light from upstairs lay across the kitchen in a long rectangle. The rectangle reached the leg of the kitchen table. The leg was unpainted at the base where some long-ago renter had nicked it with a chair.

    "It's a tennis tournament."

    "Right."

    "Sleep."

    "You first."

    "I will. Love you."

    "Love you, Dad."

    I put the phone face-down on the counter. The kitchen ticked. The refrigerator held its small dissonance. The hallway light upstairs went out. The hallway light upstairs came back on. The bathroom door upstairs opened and shut. The bathroom door opening and shutting is a sound that means something in a house with two bedrooms; it means the other person is alive in their separate room.

    I stood there. I had not eaten dinner. There was a banana on the counter and a granola bar from the LAX terminal in my jacket pocket on the chair. The banana was over-ripe and I did not want it. The granola bar I had been carrying since the morning of, and the granola bar had crossed three time zones, and the granola bar was, structurally speaking, no longer a granola bar but a paste of oats and chocolate in a wrapper. I did not eat the granola bar either.

    I thought about a sandwich. I thought about the deli we had been to at noon, and whether they were open at ten. They were not. Nothing on Bellevue was open at ten on a Tuesday in late August except the bar at the Casino, and I was not going to the bar at the Casino. I drank water from the tap. The cold side was stiff. I pushed it.

    I went to the porch in socks and looked at our two racquet bags on the porch table. The bags had not moved since noon. The small piece of grass between them had not moved. I had a feeling that was not a feeling because feelings are useless on Tuesday night, and the not-feeling was that the grass between the bags was the data I had right now and there was no need to make it more than that.

    I came back in.

    A footstep on the stairs.

    She came down barefoot with an empty glass. She had on shorts and a long T-shirt. The T-shirt was not one of hers; I do not know how I knew. I knew because the T-shirt was a tennis academy T-shirt the wrong size, the kind some sponsor had sent twenty of in 2019, the kind everyone on tour had a drawer of. The fabric was older than her. She walked past the doorway of the half-bath. The half-bath was three feet from the kitchen counter where I had my elbow. She did not glance at it.

    Her left calf came past me and I took in the back of it and the small dent behind her knee where the leg folds, and I caught myself doing it. I am forty-four. The calf is forty-one. The kitchen is too small for two coffee routines. I did not say any of this. I leaned past her and turned the tap. I had figured out the tap at six PM and now I told her about it.

    "Stiff," I said. "The cold."

    "Yeah."

    "Push it."

    "Got it."

    She pushed it. The water came. She filled the glass. She did not look at me. I did not look at her. We both looked at the tap.

    "Practice was good," she said.

    "It was."

    "Four was hot."

    "It was. Tomorrow's match is at two."

    "I know."

    "Right."

    She turned. She went back upstairs with the glass full now. Her bare foot hit the second step and the step gave a small creak which the Cape's stairs had been giving for forty summers. Her bare foot hit the third step. The fourth step did not creak. The fifth step creaked, lower. The hallway light upstairs adjusted.

    I stayed at the counter.

    11:18 p.m. The porch light was still on. I went out to the porch. The screen door ticked. The porch table held our two racquet bags side by side; her gut at fifty-six in the white-with-blue, my polyester at fifty-two in the black; the small piece of grass between them from where she had unzipped at noon. I had not moved the grass. She had not moved the grass.

    I turned off the porch light. I came back in. The kitchen was dark except for the hallway light from upstairs, which lay across the floor and stopped at the leg of the table where her empty water glass sat on the counter with one drop of water on its rim.

    I went upstairs to the smaller bedroom and closed the door.

  
    Chapter 2: First Practice

    Tess

    3:58 p.m. Practice Court 6 at the International Tennis Hall of Fame.

    The grass was greener than I remembered grass being. It was August grass, late-August grass, two-weeks-of-mowing-at-eight-millimetres grass, and the colour of it under the four o'clock light was the colour of the inside of a lime. The horseshoe stands were empty. A groundsman in a green polo was raking the back of court four with a rake the width of a doormat. The tournament intern on our umpire chair was twenty-two and reading a paperback he had folded backwards on its spine. He looked up when I came through the gate, then looked back down.

    "Tess Auerbach," I said.

    "Right," he said.

    I set the bag on the changeover bench. I unzipped it. I took out the match racquet with the white-with-blue wrap. The cover came off the head. I checked the strings at the centre and at the top cross and at the throat and they were where they had been at 9:30 a.m. in California. Gut at fifty-six. The cobalt stripe ran around the grip. The cobalt matched the sky over the back of the stand at the four-thirty hour, which was an accident.

    I had asked Jude for the court at four and for myself at three-fifty-eight. I needed twenty minutes alone with grass. I had been on grass twice since 2017: once for a Nike shoot in 2019 on a court in Wimbledon Village that I do not think was a tournament court, once for a charity hit-and-giggle in Atherton in 2022. Neither counted. Grass is a surface the body has to remember being on. The remembering takes twenty minutes or it does not happen.

    I bounced a ball on the baseline.

    The bounce was low. I had forgotten how low. The ball came up about as high as my mid-shin. I caught it and bounced it again. Low, same. Two-eighty-five hours of indoor hardcourt in California over the last four months and the body had built its assumptions on hardcourt, and the body's assumptions were now being corrected by August grass at one-thirty p.m. Pacific.

    I served at half pace into the deuce box. The ball bit at the service line and squirted forward at a height my forehand was not ready for. I let it go past. I served again. Same. I served again. Same. The fourth one I caught at the bounce. The ball was three inches lower than where my hardcourt eye had been putting it.

    I served twenty more. By number eight I was hitting them. By number twelve I was hitting them at the speed I could trust. By number twenty I had stopped narrating the bounces in my head.

    I jogged to the net for the balls. Twenty balls scattered in the deuce box, a few stragglers in the alley. The jog cost me more than the jog should have cost me. I came back to the baseline with the basket and I told my legs that the legs were
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