
“Whatcha doing?” he whispered, leaning 
in close.

“Just playing some tunes,” I responded.
He looked confused, but he sat back 

and let me play on. I did a pretty bitchin’ 
acoustic rendition of Surfer Joe and Moe the 
Sleaze off  the highly underrated Re*ac*tor 
album Neil did in the early ‘80s. I followed 
that up with Heart of Gold.

“Are you okay?” he asked.
“Yes. Thank you for asking. And you?”
“It’s just, you don’t have any shoes on.”
“I know,” I whispered. “I’m doing a social 

experiment.”
“Oh?”
“You know, you’re the fi rst person to sit 

down with me.”
“Imagine that.”
“Anything you want me to play?”
“What?”
“A song. Preferably Neil Young. That’s all I 

know.”
“Is that right?”
“I’ve been waiting around for people to 

talk to.”
“Talk about what?”
“About how we can gather together as a 

community and help the homeless.”
“Hm,” he said again. “Actually, I’m glad 

you brought that up. I came to tell you about 
a place near here that might be able to help 
you.”

“Me?”
“My name is John,” he said, grabbing my 

hand.
“Bernard Shakey,” I told him, which is the 

name I use so no one knows who I am.
“They’ve got food there and people you 

can talk to. I’m sure they’ll have some shoes 
they can give you. But they’ll listen. Try to 
help you. Feed you either way.”

“That sounds really nice,” I told him. “But 
I’m not homeless. I used to be. But this is 
just a costume. I’m trying to prove a point. 
I’m trying to help the homeless.”

“Well that’s really nice, Bernard”’ he said. 
“You should come with me and meet the 
people there.”

“Hm,” I mused. “I guess I could probably 
go there and help all those people. Give 
them the money directly. Talk to the volun-
teers.”

“Why don’t you let me take you there?” 
he off ered.

“Okay. Let me just pack up my guitar,” I 
said.

“What guitar?”
The man wasn’t in tatters after all. He 

wasn’t like me. He wore a yellow cardigan 
and glasses hung around his neck on a chain. 
Grasping my elbow, he helped me to my 
feet, which were immovably numb. 

“Lean on me,” John said.
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I pull in a breath of old tobacco 
ground with earthy pine,
a tinge of citrus and hold it.
The river glittering below mumbles
life secrets to me. Sweat slides 
down my brow as I exhale.
Blackened stumps tell stories of 
childhoods erased and damaged lungs.
A voice inside whispers jump
and starts reverse ripple shivers
ending at my fi ngertips. 

This smoke slows time like a doctor’s
mid-surgery update. Suspended 
above treetops and partnered 
with vagrant white clouds, a hawk 
rides rifts of sly smiles and spit curses. 
Untouched and soaring 
above life - a symbol of my envy. 
Vibrant grass grows green
and unashamed after fl ames charred 
more than vacant hills. 


