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“We should not postpone and defer and wish, but do broad justice where we are, by whomsoever we deal with, accepting our actual companions and circumstances, however humble or odious, as the mystic officials to whom the universe has delegated its whole pleasure for us.”  







—Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Experience” 


I looked up from my book to see Jake ambling across the neighbor’s lawn that separates his house from ours.  I usually say hello when he and a woman pass our house on their regular walks, but I had never said more than a few words to them.  He walks around the neighborhood often, but this was the first time I had seen him walking straight toward me through the grass.  After a long day of work I had just settled on the front steps with a cold Coors and a book and was looking forward to a few minutes of relaxing outside in the evening sun while my two children played in the front yard.  I could tell that Jake wanted something and I was inwardly annoyed, but of course I didn’t let it show.  I rose to meet him.    


“Are you a English perfessor?” Jake called, still in the neighbor’s yard but striding toward me with purpose.  “Your wife toad me you a English perfessor.”  


“Thanks a lot, Catherine,” I thought to myself, but I replied to Jake, “Yes, I’m an English professor.”  My kids stopped pedaling their little plastic three-wheelers and stared at us for the duration of our short conversation.  They do a lot of staring, especially if someone talks a little funny or seems a bit different.  Jake never smiles.  He’s a medium sized white guy, shoulders slightly stooped, with short brown hair just beginning to turn gray.  


“Can you hep me?” Jake asked, having attained the driveway.  “I write songs, but I need hep with the words.  See, I have a speech impediment,” he explained, his eyes widening and his lips stretching to annunciate “impediment” clearly.    


“Yeah, I can probably help you.  What kind of songs do you write?” I asked, trying to feel the situation out before committing to anything.  


“Country songs,” Jake replied.  “You know that song ‘My Li’l Birdie Gets Away With Everything’?”  


“No, I’m not familiar with that song,” I admitted.  


“Well, I wrote that song.”  


“Oh,” I said, not sure what to make of this.  Later I would find out that he was trying to say “My Little Brother Gets Away with Everything.”  


“But I didn’t git any money off it,” Jake said.  He went on to explain why but I couldn’t quite understand.  Some of his words and phrases aren’t too clear.    


“I write a lot of songs,” he said.  “I’m just not too good with English.  I git the words mixed up.  Can you hep me?”  


“Yeah, I can try,” I said.  What else could I say?  You don’t deny your neighbor a favor.   


“OK.  I’ll split the money with you,” Jake said.    


“Well, OK, that sounds good.  When should we get together?”


“Sundy.”    


“Sunday is fine.  What time Sunday?”  


“About 1:00.”  


“OK.  Do you want to come over here, or . . .”


“I have to stay over there,” he said, pointing back to his house, “because my grandma lives with us and she’s in a wheelchair.”  


“That’s fine.  I’ll just come over there, then.  About 1:00.”  

We shook on it.  Before Jake left, I obtained a little more information from him.  He didn’t write any music for his songs, just words.  He didn’t know how to play any music.  Hmmm. . . songs without music.  I wondered to myself if I should bring my guitar.  I didn’t tell Jake I played guitar, not sure how far into this I wanted to go just yet.


Sunday afternoon came around quickly, as it always does.  Rain fell heavily at a slight angle all morning, but just before I walked over to Jake’s, it let up a bit.  I didn’t bring my guitar, just an umbrella.  My wife wondered out loud whether Jake would remember our appointment.  He remembered it, but it took a few minutes to find him.  


When I knocked on the door, an androgynous voice inside told me to come in.  I opened the door and expected to see Jake standing there, maybe with a notebook of songs in his hand.  But instead there was a little white-haired lady in a wheelchair and the woman who always walked with Jake.  The women didn’t say anything.  They seemed scared and looked at me like they had no idea what I was doing there.  


“Is Jake here?” I asked.  “We were supposed to work on his songs today.”  


“He’s out back,” the younger woman said.  “Here, I’ll show you where he is.”  She led me right back out the front door, and we found Jake walking in the side yard toward us.  
“Hey, Jake,” I said.  “You ready to work on your songs?”  


“Yeah.  I was at the neighbor’s house gittin’ something,” he explained.  

The inside of the house was small but comfortable and clean.  Between the living room, where you entered the house, and the little kitchen, there was a small dining room with a China cabinet full of dishes that rattled noisily when you walked past it.  It was the kind of house where every square inch of space was filled with something.  Knickknacks everywhere; no empty spaces.  We settled down at the small kitchen table.  

Jake spread a spiral notebook before him, opened to a blank page, and made ready one of those plastic-encased ink pens they give you at the bank.  “Same bank as mine,” I thought.  His wife produced a little envelope crammed full of small slips of paper and dropped it on the table before us.  

“Do you have enough paper in your notebook, Jake?” she asked.  “Because you’re going to have to do all of these.”  

I looked at the stuffed envelope and said, “Well, I don’t know if we can work on all of these, but we’ll do a few, and see how it goes, OK?” 

“OK,” Jake said.  He was taking all this very seriously.  He grabbed one of the little papers out of the envelope at random and placed it before me so I could read it.  It was mostly legible, but like he had explained, he had some of the words mixed up, and it was not really a song in the sense of having distinct verses and a chorus.  It was more like a little poem or notes toward a poem.  It had a nice message, though, about how when nobody believes in you or cares for you, there is one person who does, and that is Jesus. 

I started by saying that I liked his writing, but a song usually has short individual lines, like a poem, so together we decided how long the lines should be.  It was easier than I thought.  I read the lines out loud, pausing where it seemed most natural.  Jake transcribed the song in its new form, line by line, in the spiral notebook.  I got him to change a few of the words that he had mixed up, but we didn’t change much.  He seemed pleased with the way things were going.  When we had the short song transcribed, he gave it a title: “When God Cares For You.”  He then signed his name and handed the pen and paper to me and told me to sign also.  I signed under his name.  It was our song now.  

“Now, Jake, what about the music for the song?” I asked.  “Do you have a piano in here or a guitar?”  I looked back through the dining room with the shaky China cabinet, toward the cramped living room with the TV set still on like it was when I came in.  I wondered if there was a musical instrument of any kind in the little house.   Maybe a harmonica or at least a kazoo?  Nothing is sadder than a house with no way of making your own music.    

“No,” he said.    

“Do you know anybody who plays guitar or piano that would be interested in putting some music to this?” I asked, not quite ready to volunteer myself for this task.  

“No,” he said again.  “My sister plays guitar but she don’t like my songs.  Besides, she’s just learnin’.”         

“Well, do you have any idea how this might sound?”  I wondered. “Is this an upbeat song, a sad song, or what?”   

Jake looked down at the words on the page and began singing his song the way it must have sounded to him in his head.  He sang in a monotone, but it reminded me of a melancholy old gospel hymn.  

“Hmmm…sounds like a hymn,” I said.  

“Yes,” he replied.  

We worked on three more of Jake’s songs the same way we had done the first one, separating the lines, changing a few words, and giving them a title.  None of the songs had choruses, but they covered some of the basics of country music songwriting: love, cheating, divorce.  He titled one “Cheatin’ Heart,” but we decided there was already one by that name, so he changed it to “Cheatin’ Heart Don’t Matter.”  I asked Jake to sing each song to me as we went along, and he sang each in the same dreary, keyless monotone as before.  

After about an hour, we were both tired and I was relieved when Jake announced that that was enough for today.  I still couldn’t decide whether to tell Jake I played guitar.  I couldn’t imagine we could really do anything with these lyrics.  They were so childlike.  But then again I felt dishonest keeping my love of guitar a secret from him.  I made my decision.  

“You know Jake, I play guitar.  Maybe next time I’ll bring it and we can try to put some music to some of these words.”  

“OK,” he said.  He smiled and made a motion with his right hand like he was strumming an air guitar.     

*
*
*

A few weeks later I brought my guitar over to Jake’s.  We sat on his front porch and I showed him the simple accompaniments I had devised for his songs.  He liked them very much.  His wife joined us and three of us sang songs for an hour or so.  I brought along a folk songbook to give Jake an idea of how to structure a song, and we sang some of the songs out of it.  We stood on their tiny front porch and smiled and sang as people in cars drove by, some waving and honking at us.  Rain fell briefly from a passing cloud, but the sun kept shining and we kept singing.  
