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First Time, First Love, And Segovia



by Kate Walker

 


My sister Fran married and moved into a
pretty little town-house with exposed timber ceilings and perfectly
white walls. It was one in a row of seven, all new with courtyard
gardens and balconies. I came gladly to gush over all she had and
be envious as a good sister should. Being younger, I was used to
Fran getting everything first: boobs, boyfriends, a B.A. And now a
husband and an address in the fashionable old heart of town, half
way up Hill Street.

Fran opened the door all smiles, looking very
much mistress of her own house in a soft silk kimono. Her hair was
pinned up loosely so that just a few stray wisps of it were falling
down. She seemed to have achieved womanhood in a day and she glowed
with it.

Her perfect happiness filled the hall that
she ushered me into, a happiness being sung by the record player
deep in the house – a choral piece of soprano voices. And drifting
along the hallway with that music came her husband, Lyle. He
was singing too, in a strained high pitched voice, unexpected from
a man with a bristling beard. But he sang in perfect pitch, and
together they welcomed me into their home.

I stopped at each doorway to gush over some
new treasure – a rosewood dining table with six balloon-backed
chairs. I admired their framed art prints, and at the kitchen
shielded my eyes from the dazzle of so many gleaming appliances
recently unboxed.

I spotted one old thing in the midst
of all this newness, and that one item caused me more fleeting
jealousy than all the rest combined. Fran had acquired our
grandparents’ lounge suite, a voluptuous, round-shouldered old
monster that we’d climbed on as children, converted into pirate
ships and happily slept on when there’d been a shortage of beds.
Living at home as I still did, I had no use or room for it, but it
made me smart all over again with that old childhood pang of:
Fran gets everything and there’s nothing left for me.

She’d had it newly upholstered in pale pastel
stripes, and as I stepped into the lounge room to make its
acquaintance again, I found a stranger seated in one of its single
chairs. He was sipping red wine and raised his glass in greeting to
me. Perhaps I’d come in with a pout on my lips. He regarded me with
a sly and slightly wicked grin.

Even if I had been expecting someone
there, I wouldn’t have expected him. He surprised – shocked
me even. He was dressed in crumpled corduroys, his black jacket
worn to a mysterious green at the pockets and cuffs. He had a
fleshy face and colorless hair receding prematurely from his
forehead, leaving it shiny and high domed. He was the one dark and
shabby, out-of-place thing in the room.

A decade or more older than me, he regarded
me with a paternal air, and certainly wasn’t about to make himself
uncomfortable on my account. I know it’s considered old fashioned
for men to rise when a woman - girl - enters a room. But his age
and the old-style charm he exuded made me expect it. And for that
very reason it seemed he wasn’t going to. He remained seated,
taking pleasure in his own impudence. All this, and as yet not a
word exchanged between us.

His effect on Fran and Lyle was bizarre. Lyle
rushed forward belatedly to let me know this other visitor was
there – as if they’d somehow hoped to keep him hidden from me. But
now he’d been discovered, they attempted to introduce us with overt
ceremony.

Lyle, his beard bristling around a silly
smile, commenced the introduction with: “I don’t believe you’ve had
the pleasure of meeting ...” Then faltered and flushed crimson,
from the roots of his beard, up his cheeks. His mind had gone
blank. For no apparent reason he’d forgotten my name!

The stranger in the chair held his glass to
one side and watched amused. We might have been a troop of
wandering actors arrived to put on a play for him. He scanned us
smiling, as if used to the world tripping over itself to keep him
entertained.

Lyle apologized to me as only a great bear
can. He wrung his hands like he was wringing his heart. “I am so
sorry ..!” Yet still gawped, unable to remember what I was
called.

Lyle is one of the nicest men I know. The
first time Fran brought him home I knew, once again, she’d beaten
me to a prize.

At last he recalled my name and to remedy the
farce, attempted the introduction again – this time in reverse. He
began with confidence, even with a bow. “Kate, sister-in-law,” he
said, “I would like you to meet ...” And a deeper crimson crept out
of his beard and over his face. Now he’d forgotten his other
guest’s name as well.

It affected the man in the chair not at all.
He crossed his legs and broadened his grin.

Lyle was mortified. So much so he turned his
face to the wall, acting out a pretence of shame which I knew was
deeply felt.

Then leaping into the breach came Fran, every
bit as addled. She gave me a contemptuous shove and announced, “We
don’t know her really! She’s just someone we dragged in off the
street for you!”

I quickly performed my own introduction. “My
name’s Kate. Pleased to meet you,” I said.

Their guest raised his glass. “Anthony!” he
said and, as if in my honor, quaffed his claret, draining his glass
dry.

Which sent Fran flurrying for the wine
bottle. “More claret, Anthony!” She poured it at a gallop into his
glass.

Fortunately his hand was steadier than hers
and he kept the wine from spilling over the edge.

I was given a glass of claret too, and we
spent the next few hours talking, with my sister and Lyle bobbing
up and down, not as fuddled as before but going to extraordinary
lengths to please. They served coffee in their best wedding china,
and biscuits on a silver plate, and all to a guest whose shoes and
cuffs were worn, and who helped himself to food whenever he fancied
it – whether it was offered or not.

I presumed he was one of Fran’s friends. He
had the look of one of her lost causes – a poverty-stricken
student, regrettably failing at some mystic branch of learning like
mediaeval mathematics or Sanskrit verse. She’d been bringing them
home regularly since joining the counseling team at university.
However as she showed me the upstairs rooms, I learned to my
surprise that Anthony was one of Lyle’s acquaintances. All Lyle’s
friends, to my knowledge, were like himself: alternative thinkers,
self-improvement devotees, aroma-therapists, naturopaths - saints
in kaki pants.

Anthony was definitely not one of
these. But he was a musician, and Lyle loves music,
passionately. As a compensation for never having learned an
instrument himself he plays music constantly, at home and at
work.

I once told him, “You don’t hear it anymore!”
and he told me, “Ah, but my soul does.”

Fran explained, in hushed tones, that Anthony
was on the verge of marrying a woman much older than himself and
not for love, but because she was wealthy and he was a struggling
artist dedicated to his craft.

“Which is?” I asked.

“Good Lord, you haven’t noticed his
fingernails! He plays classical guitar,” she said. “And naturally
he hasn’t said he doesn’t love the woman,” she went on, “but
you can tell from the way he talks about her he doesn’t.”

Fran prided herself on being able to tell
what people meant from what they didn’t say. And I was
inclined to think she was right.

“You’ve talked to him about it?” I asked.

No, but she wanted to. She wanted to talk
to him, and about him. And as she talked she played
with her hair, pulling strands of it loose, making herself look
girlish again.

Fran had always had the knack of making
herself girlish and irresistible. Up to the week of her
marriage she’d never had less than two boyfriends at a time. Unlike
me who’d had none, just a string of never-to-be-repeated,
not-so-exciting dates.

I couldn’t stay long that night. But my part
time job in a nearby city eatery saw me drop in on them again, and
on two more occasions I met Anthony there. Both times he wore the
same crushed cords and sat in the same exclusive arm chair,
aligning himself to no one in particular, but paying absorbed
attention to each of us in turn.

On my second visit he made Irish coffee. Lyle
and Fran laid out the ingredients on the bench, after which Anthony
banished them from the kitchen demanding privacy – secrecy! – in
which to concoct the brew.

The steam from the whisky rising through the
cream made a fog around him as he carried it in – four tall glasses
on a tray, over which his face grinned impishly.

“How much whiskey did you put in there?” Lyle
asked.



Anthony wasn’t telling.

He might have been serving up sweets for the
devil the way he handed the glasses out, first lowering the tray to
Fran, allowing her to choose any one she wished. But with the
warning: “Careful, dear lady, they’re hot!” He lowered the tray to
Lyle next, the same roguish smile on his too-full lips. Then
extended the tray to me. “And Kate!” He said my name like something
he held between his teeth and savored lightly.

The potion quickly brought Fran undone. She
revealed her great secret: she’d taken up the classical guitar! At
the mention of its name the instrument leapt from hiding and was
suddenly pressed on Anthony to play.

He remained sunk in his chair, nursing his
coffee and answered with a loll of his head, “I couldn’t possibly.
I’m in no fit state. I’m far too drunk.”

“But you’ve got to!” Fran said. “Just
one piece.” She let her silk kimono slip down one arm as she held
the guitar out to him. Where men were concerned Fran knew how to
appeal.

Lyle urged him also: “Please, Anthony, if you
wouldn’t mind. I’d like your opinion.” He suspected the guitar,
which Fran had gone out and bought unaided, was an inferior
instrument. “It makes such a woeful sound.”

“It does not!” said Fran.

“I’m sure it’s not you,” said Lyle, “I’m sure
it’s the instrument.” A music purist, he pulled a face showing just
how much this guitar pained his sensibilities.

Anthony knew the brand-name and declared it
to be ‘as good as you’d want for a beginner’. And that was all the
attention it got, and was going to get. He was not about to sing
for his supper and took no pains to hide the fact.

Being drunk on Irish coffee saved us. Fran
declared she would play the thing herself, and did so at an
energetic caterwaul, a noise that forced Lyle to his knees,
offering her his body if she would stop.

“Oh, that old thing!” she said, and went on
playing the same finger exercises over and over again.

We drank ordinary coffee the next time we met
there. Fran’s guitar leaned against the wall beside Anthony’s
chair, placed on purpose in the hope he’d pick it up. Fran wasn’t
going to ask a second time and risk refusal. Having a man say
no to her was something new.

That night we talked politics, a safe subject
with Anthony. He was too passionate about himself to waste emotion
on African famines and Asian wars. But he was given to wild
flourishes just for effect, and on one occasion made an exaggerated
sweep of his arm that clipped the neck of Fran’s guitar and sent it
slithering to the floor.

Its untuned strings made an ungodly racket as
it hit the carpet – a sound too awful to be born, leastwise by
Anthony’s ears. He leaned from his chair and retrieved the
instrument – a reflex action – and settled back with it in his
hands. Idly, as we continued to talk, he began tuning it string by
string.

He was an imperious little Napoleon, short
and thick in the middle, crumpled and unkempt. And with his long,
yellowed fingernails he plucked the strings, bringing them slowly
into harmony. Meanwhile Fran, Lyle and myself chatted on as before,
pretending with our best casuals airs to notice none of it. To test
the overall tuning, Anthony strummed several chords in slow
succession, producing a song of sorts not unsweet to hear. Which at
some imperceptible point turned into a melody, and then we all
stopped talking at once. Fran would have run a shish kebab
through any blundering idiot who’d interrupted him.

Leaning back in his chair he held the guitar
in a distant way, like this wasn’t even practice to him. He was
just testing the thing to assure himself its tuning was precise. As
casual as his recital may have been that evening, it was not
mindless. He played with a concentration that added more fullness
to his already fleshy cheeks. And also drew attention to his hands
which I hadn’t really noticed before.

They were large hands, square-shaped with
over-sized knuckles, and the backs of his fingers sprouted tufts of
hair. There was no secret portrait of this man moldering
away in some attic, wearing his ruined face for him. It was there
on the surface for all to see: his plain shovel-shaped hands, the
long ivory fingernails, and the high, smooth forehead loosing its
hair. Nothing in his appearance was cultivated to woo. In
fact it seemed purposely contrived to keep the world at bay, at
least that much of the world that was of no interest to him, which
was most of it.

It is hard to speak of the music he made that
night. It was just one song but for a long time after I scorned
recorded music without the musician there. It seemed to have
no substance, no real humanity, spirit or soul. I became an avid
concert-goer for a little while.

On the surface, what Anthony played was a
simple melody with satisfying harmonies at every turn. But
underpinning it was a second song, an accompaniment of unfulfilled
chords so complex you couldn’t see where they were coming from.
They just appeared on the air, and together produced the most heart
rending music I’d ever heard. It wasn’t music, it was magic. He
bent those strings to the precise strainings of a human heart. He
filled Fran’s homely room with the tremor of himself and that room
hardly knew what to do with it. Rich as tapestry and sticky as web,
it held us all enthralled, and was so lovely it made an angel weep.
Which is to say it made Lyle jealous, a thing I would not have
thought possible.

When the song ended Lyle asked, full of
strained apology, “Could you play a little softer, Anthony? These
town houses are built pretty close, you know. The neighbors might
complain.”

“Play as loud as you like!” Fran leapt up and
tossed her head bringing all her hair down at once, making Lyle’s
envy complete.

I could see it in his face. Behind his beard
he regretted all those years given to health care and chiropractic.
It wasn’t what his soul had wanted to do. But now it was locked
inside him, hemmed in by his great bear’s body and civilized mind.
Whereas Anthony’s daemon spirit could set its soul free at will,
send it skating around a room, toss it off as easy as smile. Bare
everything, the gross and the sublime.

I was surprised at the grace with which he
answered. “Sorry, Lyle, I forgot I wasn’t practicing for some
echoing concert hall. Fran, show me what you’ve learned.” He handed
her the guitar, now so beautifully tuned the accidental touch of
her fingers produced a music of sorts. He’d coaxed its best
self to the surface simply by playing it.

It is hard too, to speak of the looks that
passed between us. There were looks certainly, but nothing covert;
we never communicated by innuendo or signs. There was nothing the
most scrupulous observer could have detected, yet communicate we
did. And Fran and Lyle were aware of it.

Usually I left before Anthony. I had to catch
a bus home, he had only to walk up the hill. This evening, he left
before me, within minutes of Fran exhausting her finger exercises,
which weren’t unpleasant now.

“Another delightful evening, friends, good
night!” Anthony rose.

“Leaving so soon?” Lyle asked.

Fran hugged her guitar and lamented, “But
it’ll be out of tune again before I can play it properly.”

With mock chivalry Anthony bent and kissed
her hand. “Alas, dear lady, yes!”

To me he said, “Good night, Kate,” preserving
half a room’s distance between us, taking leave of me with just the
slightest stare.

Several minutes after the door closed on him,
I made my goodbyes too.

“Don’t go!” Fran said. For the first time she
offered, “Stay over! There’s plenty of room!”

“Thanks, not tonight,” I said.

“I’ll walk you out to the gate!”

“Don’t be silly,” I said, “you’ll freeze.” I
was dressed for the cold, in thick stockings and a warm coat. Her
silk kimono was the garment of woman confined to home.

“Lyle, walk Kate to the bus stop!” she
insisted.

And for the first time he too thought I
needed a chaperone. And yet this was the earliest I’d ever
left.

“I won’t visit any more if you’re going to
treat me like a child,” I said.

“But you are a child!” Fran stated,
which was as close as she came to speaking honestly.

We all knew what was waiting out in the
night, and I thought it mean of them to try and waylay me. They’d
had their turn. Now it was mine. Fran pouted as we said goodbye at
the door. Only when it was closed did I step away, slipping through
the courtyard garden and out into Hill Street, as steep as its
name.

 A row
of fig trees along its incline gave it an ancient forest look. All
you could see were masses of branches swaddled in leaves. Between
each tree was a street lamp with a yellow halo illuminating a
little of the night. I took one step downhill. His movement was
enough for me to discern him in the shadows, slightly upward from
where I stood, his shoulders hunched for concealment beneath a
drooping bough.

A pensive Napoleon, he came a step forward,
his hands clasped behind. His passionate nature, I expect, made him
immune to the cold. The corduroy jacket he’d worn all evening, he
wore in the same open manner, the lapels parted and the shirt
beneath open at the throat. His scarf hung loose round his
shoulders, not worn for warmth.

He inclined his head and smiled in the
direction of my sister’s front garden, inquiring of me silently:
Are they still there?

“You still here?” I said by way of an answer,
pulling on my gloves – my supposed excuse for standing there and
not being on my way. I played a small game of being surprised, that
fooled neither him nor the butterflies inside me. I was alive with
nerves.

With the best of the street light hidden in
the trees, only the essential features of his face showed: the full
cheeks, soft jaw and devilish glint in his eyes. For coming out to
meet him, I considered myself very brave indeed.
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