Cantante

I go to the Farmer’s Market most Saturday mornings to hear the Cantante play his guitar and sing the old songs. I go early before the crowds and the noise. I get there about a half-hour after the last booth is set up, when you can still smell the sweet smell of strawberries and mint and basil and fresh-baked bread as it drifts and mingles with the cool, wet morning air. But the old man is the real reason I am there. He is slight in stature, somewhat grizzled, almost an anachronism here in this place. His skin is a wrinkled golden-brown, as though he had spent much of his life outdoors. Wearing an old but neatly pressed Guyabara and gray slacks, he sits precariously on the edge of an ancient, wooden folding chair which barely recognizes his feather weight, and with his head down, rests his chin on the guitar. The Cantante rarely looks up, and appears completely lost in the geography of his music. He has taped guitar picks to four of the fingers on his right hand, leaving his thumb free to play the bass notes on the low string. The sound of the picks on steel strings and rosewood is mesmerizing and at times creates a droning effect that makes people pause as they pass by. He begins to sing, layering one phrase atop another then another and his voice begins to waver with emotion and the guitar seems to be playing itself. I imagine that his songs are about lost love and loneliness, about back-breaking labor in the fields of Oxnard, Coachella, and the San Joaquin at harvest time; about machismo and knife fights, about piñatas and wire-strung colored bulbs lighting up the mesquite trees during La Navidad, and about old Mexico and a longing for home and for another time.  The Cantante’s music is a time machine and it has reached down deep into those of us standing there; it has lifted us into our memories and carried us into our dreams.

 I wait until he has finished and place two crisp dollar bills in the metal bucket in front of him. Gracias, Maestro para la musica tan hermosa, I say in my fractured Spanish. The Cantante nods almost imperceptibly and begins the next song. I leave the market and return home with my bounty of strawberries, raisins, sweet corn, and pan dulce. I kiss Katey repeatedly and hold on tightly to her as she laughs and tickles me under the arms so I’ll release my grip. I am hearing the echo of the Cantante’s voice beneath Katey’s laughter, and the two blend into a single delicious song that lingers well beyond the rising of the harvest moon.

-- Michael Stephans
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