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Introducion

Ernest Pindala and his wife Liana, from the great state of North Carolina, stumbled upon Bahia Amistada quite by accident. At the time, Ernest worked for a small but rapidly growing pharmaceutical firm with international interests. Being the only representative who spoke tolerably good Spanish he frequently traveled to major cities in Latin and South America. To combat the grueling and often lonely reality of constant business travel he often brought along his wife Liana, a self-employed tax accountant.

Once on just such an occasion and having concluded business in Montevideo, the capitol of Uruguay, they decided to enjoy several days of diversion by driving east along the coast through the verdant countryside. But along the way they encountered a washed-out road. It was already dusk, and while attempting to navigate around the detour they became hopelessly lost. Like most men unwilling to stop to ask directions, Ernest drove aimlessly over poorly paved roads long past sundown. Finally, seeing the lights of civilization from a hilltop they descended a road heading in that direction. Their path took them into the town of Bahia Amistada where they found an obliging inn on the fringe of, what they were told was, the Gypsy Quarter. Once settled they dined, downed a local beer, and slept fitfully.

The next morning, deciding to stroll down to the water front before breakfast, their path took them through the Gypsy quarter proper. Along the way they encountered numerous restaurants boasting local fare, interspersed with entertainment venues featuring the tango, its music, performances and even tango instruction, as well as other dancing venues. In fact, the town boasted being the birthplace of the ‘Argentine Tango,’ attracting business from as far away Montevideo a hundred plus miles to the east.

From the outside, the historic architecture maintained its authenticity. Curious, Liana peeking into the windows of the closed businesses.

“Oh, everything looks old, original, authentic from the outside but most of the interiors have been modernized,” she commented.

“It’s interesting, intriguing even,” Ernest replied while scrutinizing the architecture, “the building materials outside suggest the historical development of the town. Look, these old buildings are now covered by stucco and painted to look like adobe show, in places where the plaster has fallen away, that they were originally built of rough-hued wood. Then,” he surmised, “a period of building in native stone followed. The newest looking buildings are made of red brick or that same adobe-like stucco.

Ernest ran his fingers across intricately carved doors. “These must be three or four inches thick. They must weigh a ton,” he wondered aloud.

“All those shudders set into arched doorways and windows are just enchanting,” added Liana. “And look, I just love these avenues lined with trellises and baskets bursting with seasonal flowers. Can you smell the flowers? Their fragrance just permeates the air. It’s almost intoxicating.”

Ernest put his arm around Liana as they walked the narrow lanes, “It’s certain lends an atmosphere of nostalgia and,” he walked over to a window, pointing to a notice advertising free a dance lesson each night, “the tango.”

There they loitered, and over the next few days fell under the enchantment of the entire town and its history, especially Liana. On subsequent visits Ernest saw light beam from Liana's eyes whenever they headed in that direction. It became their special getaway whenever Ernest’s business put him in that part of the world. For her sake he went out of his way to develop business opportunities in Uruguay’s capitol, little more than an hour's drive from Bahia Amistada.

Then, everything changed.

)  O  (

Planters of varying heights and sizes, all lush with small trees and other vegetation, dotted the Plaza Francisco in the Gypsy Quarter. The plaza, built on a gently sloping hill, had been sculpted into three level plateaus. It occupied an entire block at the eastern end of the business district.

Ernest rested the brown paper bag on the edge of a raised planter box at the northeast corner of the plaza. He rested his guitar case on the ground, then hoisted himself up to sit on the edge of the planter. A stage, with room for dancing and the large planter where Ernest now nervously perched occupied the upper level. A short and wide flight of steps with huge planters on each side separated the upper level from the central plateau where a large, central fountain sent jets of water into the air. There was ample room around the fountain for craft and food vendors to set up their booths during festivals. And below that, the lower plaza offered a shaded artificial stream that originated at the fountain and, after winding through the lower level, terminated with a small waterfall which fell into a pool.

Only the chirping of nearby birds and the babble of water falling from the fountain broke the morning silence. Soon, mothers would bring their children to play on the plaza and maybe sit at the edge of the fountain with their feet dangling in its cool waters. After school students would gather at the fountain’s edge gossiping. In the evening lovers would huddle close to one another on its edge, conversing in subdued tones, sharing words only meant for each other. But for the moment, Ernest had the entire plaza to himself.

This morning would be the last time he might touch her, their final parting. From a paper bag he removed a cardboard carton. Looking down on it he frowned. It reminded him of a carton from a Chinese take-out, the kind with a wire handle to hang on to. Swallowing a sudden surge of guilt, he opening the carton. Ernest peered down into its contents, ashes. “This is all that’s left of her...you” he thought choking back a sob. Tears welled up in his eyes. He wanted desperately to run his fingers through the ashes, to somehow connect with her one last time. But dared not reach into the ashes for fear of feeling some bone fragment, a further reminder of her tragic end.

He didn’t know whether any laws prohibited his intended actions, but assumed there probably were. So, he proceeded with caution. After a furtive visual scan of his surroundings to be certain no one looked on, he carefully scooped a hole into the loose soil. Ernest emptied the contents of the box into the hole, then covered it again with the dirt. Pausing with his hand on the newly placed earth, he took a deep breath, choking back another sob. He inhaled and held that breath for a few seconds. The smell of the vegetation mixed with the moist earth hung in the air.

“So now you're here,” he thought, “where you belong, where you'll be happy.” But his thoughts were empty of conviction. He sat motionless for a long time looking toward the stage, staring at the spot where he last remembered seeing her gaily whirl and sway, ‘dancing with great abandon,’ as she used to say. But that was then.

Now, at her expense he was financially independent. His wife, Liana, had been on a plane on her way to meet him in Uruguay. For reasons unimportant now, it fell out of the sky. No one survived. Numerous law suites and settlements ensued. Since then, frequent unexpected waves of sorrow and guilt washed over him. Now, as he sat on the edge of the planter box, he again acknowledged the reason for his worldly wealth, and wished it had been him instead.

Slowly, almost magically people began to appear in the plaza, mothers with children chattering at their tales. Store clerks at cafes along the periphery, sat sipping their mate through a straw or smoking a cigarette before opening their shops. Ernest hardly noticed. Returning the now empty box to the paper bag, he picked up his guitar case and walked down the short flight of steps to the middle terrace. There, he sat on the edge of the fountain and look back up the steps. It seemed only fitting to leave her with the dance music she so loved. Nestling the guitar in his lap he began tuning it, placing his ear against the upper bout in order to hear each string above the din of the fountain. He strummed a few chords. Satisfied, his hands began to move over the strings.

He intended to play a sultry but upbeat tango; one she would have liked. But his fingers moved too slowly, giving more the feeling of a mournful fado. No matter, no one paid him much attention anyway, the chatter of falling water created too much competition. Even after the tune ended he continued to stare, trance like, at the empty spot on the upper terrace.

A disheveled street urchin approached him holding out an empty Styrofoam cup. The trance broken, Ernest looked at him blankly for a moment before reaching into his pocket for whatever change he might find. With an almost inaudible, ‘gracias,’ the beggar, eyes downcast, turned away toward some other prospect.

Ernest immediately reverted to ruminating. He recalled the look exhilaration and joy whenever they were in the Gypsy Quarter of Bahia Amistada. Liana was at her happiest there. Back in the States, after the accident, he could not stop thinking of her dancing in the plaza. So, he soon quit his job, settled affairs, and with the exceptions of tools he used for building guitars―one of his favorite pastimes when home―a couple treasured pieces of furniture, and a few mementos, he sold almost everything then moved to Bahia Amistada. Once there, he hoped to rid himself of the memory of the tragic accident while keeping alive the memory of his beloved wife.

Ernest closed the last latch on his guitar case, picked up the paper bag and began walking the three blocks toward the ferry which would transport him back to his new home on the far side of the bay. Not the location he had wanted. He had hoped to find some permanent lodging close the familiar haunts he and Liana had once cherished. But it was not to be.

Upon his arrival he was reminded of the local laws barring non-Juntos from renting a flat or bungalow in the Gypsy Quarter. “Only Juntos can reside there,” responded a realtor more attuned to a curvaceous blonde passerby than his potential customer. Then, almost as an aside, “You wouldn’t happen to be of Gitano or Native descent, would you?”

“No,” replied Ernest, feeling somewhat deflated. He spread the newspaper classifieds that had brought him to this realty office. Pointed to another possibility in a barrio (neighborhood) hugging the edge of the Gypsy Quarter but technically in the central district. “What about this one,” he asked.

The Realtor pursed his lips, “Oh no.” Shaking his head. “You don’t want that, Señor. Gorgios, outsiders, are not welcome there. Those who have tried living there have experienced numerous unpleasant encounters with the locals. Locals prefer locals. You see, Gorgios expect preference. You won’t get no preference there. More likely you’ll get broken window...or worse.”

After scouring the remaining barrios Ernest found a small cottage in a transition zone between Bahia Oeste and El Centro, on the western shore. Not ideal but a roof which marked his commitment to remaining.

Of course, he could get there by car or bus but that meant navigating through a couple miles of narrow, congested avenues. Ernest found it far easier to take the ferry that connected the east and west sides of the bay, a mere half mile, as the crow flies. On a most days he could even see portions of Plaza Francisco from the low walled patio at the front of his bungalow.

)  O  (

A busy street at the bottom of the hill marked the entry to the ferry terminal parking lot. From where he stood on the far side of the boulevard, he could see a tight gaggle of cars and pedestrians waiting for the outgoing ferry to begin boarding. He deliberately paused at the curb, aware that crossing any city street in Bahia Amistada, regardless of its size, required one’s utmost attention. Taking one last survey, he stepped into the street and quickly made his way to the other side.

Once safely there, he noticed a couple of tables set up behind a battered green pickup backed into a parking space of the ferry terminal, abutting the busy sidewalk. Two wrinkled women dressing in hand-me-down clothing were selling used household goods. Being a bargain hunter by habit Ernest idly perused the offerings. “Nothing special,” he thought, intent on getting to the waiting ferry. But unexpectedly something leaning against the tailgate of the weathered green pickup caught his eye, a guitar. At first glance he could see that it was both old and in very bad condition. He began to walk by but reconsidering returned and stood in front of the derelict relic.

“May I see that,” he asked.

“Como?” asked one of the sun-dried old women.

“Esa guitarra,” he replied in his adequate but often grammatically incorrect Spanish. “Por favor. Yo quiero a ver la guitarra alli. Please, I want to see that guitar, there,” pointing in the direction of the guitar.

Moving slowly, she brought the damaged cadaver of a guitar to him. From a distance it looked like junk. In fact, if it hadn’t been for some uncanny attraction coupled with his hobby of refurbishing guitars as a past time at home, he probably would have passed it by. But once in hand he immediately sensed that this was no ordinary guitar and began to scrutinize it carefully while trying to maintain a casual, somewhat disinterested, demeanor. The worn cedar neck and ebony fingerboard appeared to be intact and true. The scars on the spruce sound board told him of hard and frequent use combined with ill care. Likewise, the rosewood bridge showed numerous scratches and nicks but too was intact. From the discoloration on the sound board he could tell there had once been a golpador, pick guard, but it was now missing. The blonde—probably Spanish cypress—back and sides and the Spanish heel signaled that it had likely been built as a flamenco guitar. It was all solid wood, no plywood, but it was in bad shape. On the backj, a large crack ran from the bottom to halfway up on the bass side. And along the treble sidewall a longitudinal crack ran from the waist to the lower bout. The wood binding had separated or was completely missing in several places along both the top and bottom of the guitar.

No logo on the head-stock or label inside the sound hole identified it’s maker. But Ernest knew that the feather-weight guitar he balanced in his hand had been made by a skilled hand. In addition to an intricate rosette around the sound hole he also noted lovely matching marquetry on the head stock and at the heel.

Ernest saw it all in an instant, but more importantly, felt an immediate affinity with it. He could still feel the energy, the soul, that some skilled craftsman once put into its construction, and imagined the fingers of past musicians dancing across the strings, with a hand rolled cigarette dangling from their lips as they played, the smoke curling up into their nostrils.

Although he didn’t know whether he could bring the derelict guitar back to life, Ernest knew he would buy it for whatever the old woman asked. Wrinkling his nose and trying not to sound too interested he began, “Quantos quiere Vd. por este guitarra viejo, Senora?” ‘How much for this old guitar’ he meant to say.

“T’irty,” recognizing his American accent, the old woman replied in her own broken English.

“Trenta!” Ernest echoed with eyebrows raised. “Senora, este guitarra no es bueno. This guitar is no good.” he replied turning it around and showing her the back. Then shaking his head back and forth, he countered, “Would you sell it for fifteen dollars? ¿Lo puede valor para solamente quince dolares?”

“Venteicinco, twentyfive” she countered in turn. Ernest shrugged his shoulders and made a motion as if to give it back.

“Muy bien, veinte. OK, twenty.” she said gesturing that she did not want it back.

“Muy bueno. Great,” he said, trying to hide his excitement. Reaching into his left pocket he pulled out a lone twenty-dollar bill that he always kept there for just this sort of occasion.

“Muchas gracias, senora,” he said with an appreciative smile as she took the bill.

In return she flashed a silent toothless smile.

Copla 1

Ernest readily fell under the spell of his new, old instrument. During the ferry ride home the bustling world around him dissolved into a haze of muffled sounds where time no longer existed. He envisioned setting up his workshop in the living room of his new home, unpacking his luthery tools and beginning work on his new acquisition. Still in a trance he walked up the hill and through the barrio to his front door. Only did the crisp cool air inside his bungalow jar him back into reality. Standing in a daze inside the threshold, he couldn't recall any of the thirty-minute crossing or walking up the hill past the neglected yards and houses of the neighborhood.

Making toward the kitchen he retrieved a cold beer from the frig and began setting up a makeshift work bench under to a south-facing window in the living room. The rest of the afternoon and evening he spent examining every centimeter of his new treasure, becoming more absorbed with each passing hour. Minute inspection confirmed his initial assessment, proving the guitar to be of excellent craftsmanship and constructed of the best materials. Ernest fell into bed feeling confident that he could bring the badly damaged guitar back to its former splendor, or close to it.

The next morning, he rose early. Cup of coffee in hand, he cranked open a faded canvas awning suspended above the red brick patio then moved a makeshift workbench into the shade of the awning. Finding the thin-bladed putty knife and alcohol burner he needed among the many unpacked boxes littering the living room floor took a while. He didn’t have any denatured alcohol but found a small bottle of rubbing alcohol in the bathroom. “A house warming gift from the last tenant,” he thought. It would work in a pinch. Now he needed only a towel and a glass of water to remove the back of the guitar from the sides, hopefully, with minimal additional damage....and another cup of coffee.

Llamada

Ernest set his coffee on the low wall surrounding the patio and spread a bath towel over the workbench. He planned to carefully remove the back and thoroughly survey the damage before beginning repairs. Early on, in his do-it-yourself apprenticeship in instrument repair, he learned that impatience is the enemy of fine workmanship. So, he resigned himself to slow and careful progress.

Gently resting the guitar face on the towel, he poured the rubbing alcohol into the burner, waited a minute, then lit the alcohol saturated wick and began heating the knife in its flame. It sizzled with a sharp “ssst,” when he dipped the hot knife into the glass of water. Lifting it out he allowed the warm fluid to flow from the blade into the seam where the back begun to separate from the side. Returning the knife to the flame he reheated it for a few seconds before gently wedging it into the moistened seam. Ernest worked the knife slowly, patiently back and forth. The distinct wet-leather odor of the hide glue awakened his olfactory senses. Gradually, the added moisture and heat from the knife softened the glue, allowing him to advance the knife ever so slightly.

Suddenly, a brash shout commanded his attention. “Hey... hey, you can no do dat!” demanded a heavily accented voice in broken English.

The voice came from a skinny disheveled youth, twenty maybe. Ernest figured him to be one of many who lived in the neighborhood and recognized him as the loner who always wore cowboy boots. The other hand-abouts his age always looked at him warily, if they gave him notice at all.

“You can no do dat!” the youth repeated. “Dat’s not yours. Dat’s my guitar. Where’d you get dat,” he demanded.

“I bought it from an old woman selling junk at the ferry terminal yesterday,” Ernest replied in defense. Then, looking the youth in the eye, “What’s it to you?” he challenged.

“She got no right to sell it. It’s mine. It was my gran’fader’s an’ den ‘e gave it to me! I wan’ it back.” Ernest stood up as the youth came in through the gate. The boy reached to take the guitar but Ernest put his hand firmly on the back preventing him from taking it without damage.

The scraggly youth stepped closer to Ernest, his face only inches away. “Mister, I’m takin’ dis guitar. It belongs to me. My gran’ma shouldn’t ‘ave sold it to nobody.”

Ernest didn’t want a physical confrontation which might end up further damaging the instrument. He hesitated, and was at the point of relenting when out of nowhere an old man appeared and reached out touching the boy’s arm. Distracted, the boy looked at the old man.

“Miguelito,” began the old man in a soothing tone. The rest of the conversation, in Spanish, confounded Ernest’s comprehension. Deep lines like incisions covered the old man’s face, who spoke softly and empathetically to the youth. Seemingly pacified, the boy looked at Ernest, as if in a daze, then turned and walked away, gently guided by the venerable old gentleman.

“He won’ give you no more trouble meester. Miguelito, ee’s a good boy,” offered the old man as they passed in front of Ernest on the other side of the patio wall. Ernest watched their retreat until they became so much a part of the neighborhood they seemed to vanish. It took a few moments to shake off his bewilderment. Then, slowly, patiently, he went back to work on the blonde guitar. He worked on it off and on throughout the remainder of the day stopping only when
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