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“Sir!”

Doris tucked the purse a little more securely under her arm before tugging on Gerald’s sleeve. It took several tries before her husband finally stopped pushing the food cart and turned to see what she wanted.

“What?”  His voice came out as a strange mixture of irritation and forced patience, but his facial expression really gave away the fact that his sights had been firmly focused on getting to the car and that he hated the interruption.

After so many years of marriage, Doris was used to how moody shopping made him, so his abrupt tone didn’t bother her in the least. “I think someone is trying to get your attention.”  She turned to see if the man, who had been on their heels since exiting the large food chain, was still following them. 

Not only was he still there, but he had used the fact that they had stopped to his advantage. As soon as he had their full attention, the dirty man bowed his head and jammed both hands into the pockets of his filthy jeans. “I hate to be a bother, but could you spare me a few dollars?  My car ran out of gas a few miles back. I’m trying to get home to my sick wife.” 

Gerald frowned before pointing toward the basket of food. “We are on a fixed income. What you see here is the last of this month’s check. I can’t help you. Sorry.”  Without so much as a backward glance, Gerald began pushing the basket again but this time at a faster pace.

Doris smiled with the hope that the beggar would understand just how sorry she was for not being able to help him, but instead of returning the smile with one of his own, he turned and spit onto the sidewalk. Without another word, he headed back to accost a young couple with a baby coming out of the store. 

She glanced down at the disgusting glob of spit. “Well!  That wasn’t very nice.”

She watched the couple stop to talk to the beggar before she took off after Gerald. She was winded and overheated the time she reached the car. 

Gerald didn’t even bother looking up, but continued tossing the bags of groceries into the trunk. After the basket was finally empty of grocery bags, he turned and glared. “You know better than to encourage those kinds of people. Beggars are everywhere these days.”  

He waved his arm in a long loop around the parking lot. “There are at least a dozen of them just waiting for you to stop long enough so they can begin telling their sad tale about why they need money. Their wives or children are ill. Their cars are broken down or out of gas. I know how kindhearted you are, but let’s face it; we can’t help all of them. I bet most of them are lying anyway. My car would be out of gas too if I used every cent I had to buy booze or drugs. You need to grow up, Doris. These beggars want what we have had to work our entire lives for instead of the lot of them actually going out there and getting a job to earn the money for themselves. You show me a man who willing to work and that will be the man I’m willing to help.”

As soon as Gerald finished his long speech, he pushed the cart over to the rack to leave with the others. After getting into the car he reached over and took Doris’ hand. He had time to calm down so his voice now held a gentler tone. “I really do wish I could do more but we only have thirty dollars to last us for the next three weeks. What would happen if one of us needed to go to the doctor or something?  Our social security checks just don’t go as far as they need to. We can’t save the world.”

Doris listened to his lecture and blinked back tears. “I know you’re right, but it’s so hard telling people you can’t help them.”

Gerald didn’t have anything to say to that, but just shook his head and started the car. He drove directly from the food store into the nearest gas station.

Doris stayed in the car while he went around to her side of the car to begin pumping gas. She was absentmindedly watching him, when she noticed from the side view mirror that a man was approaching the car. Gerald was too busy taking off the gas cap to notice the man’s sudden appearance. The guy startled him when he tapped him on the shoulder. She couldn’t hear the words being exchanged but even before Gerald had the time to put in a couple of gallons of gas he removed the nozzle and quickly screwed the cap back on. He left the other man standing by the gas pump while he climbed back into the car.

“What happened?”

He locked the doors and then wiped off a layer of sweat from his upper lip before answering. “It was someone else asking for money. I tried explaining that I was charging the gas to my credit card but he didn’t seem to believe that I couldn’t afford to help him out. It’s getting too dangerous to even stop for gas in broad daylight. Pretty soon these people are going to stop asking and just begin taking. That guy was pretty angry. I thought he was going to hit me.”

He pulled out of the gas station and into traffic. “I’ll stop at a gas station closer to home and finish filling up there.” 

Doris didn’t say anything for a little while but watched the landscape go by without really seeing it. She finally turned slightly in Gerald’s direction. “Maybe next month we can cut back on our expenses enough to have a few dollars with us every time we go out. I hate that we’re never able to do anything to help. It just feels wrong to always have to tell these people ‘no.’”

Gerald patted her knee. “You’re too goodhearted. Even if we could afford to cut back, it’s still impossible to help everyone. There are just too many people out there in need.”

They drove in silence for a few minutes until Doris gasped. She reached over and tapped Gerald’s arm. “Oh, Hon. Look at that. He has a little boy with him. I wonder how long they have been sitting out there in this heat?”

They were stopped about five car lengths for a red light at a busy intersection. Up by the corner, a grubby man who appeared to be about in his early thirties sat with a child who seemed to be about eight or nine years old. The man was clutching a cardboard sign that read, “Will work for food.”

Doris stared at the two of them for a moment before looking back at her husband. “We have to help them. I know we don’t have much money, but we do have food.”

Gerald sighed. “What are you suggesting?”

For the first time all morning Doris felt a glimmer of hope. “Our grass needs cutting. It has been too hot for you to do it. We could offer to let that man cut the grass, and for payment, I’ll cook a nice meal for them to eat and enough food to pack so they can take some of it with them for later.”

She tried to not sound too whiney but she really wanted to help that little boy. Their oldest grandson was about the same age. “We could do that, couldn’t we?”

Gerald shook his head and rolled his eyes in resignation. But he did flip the turn signal on so he could pull the car off onto the shoulder and out of traffic. As soon as the car was parked, he got out without another word, but a couple of minutes later, he came back with the man and young boy following close behind. 

It was only after everyone was settled that Doris turned in her seat. The sight of the boy and man up close was even more heart shattering than from afar. Both of them were bright red from the heat, paper-thin, and they had a hopeless look of despair about them.

“I insist that the two of you drink my homemade sweet tea and eat a good meal before you start on the yard. There’s plenty of daylight left...”

Before all of the words were out of her mouth the man was shaking his head. “No. We’ll get the job done first. That’s the work ethics I’m teaching my boy, Andy, here. You don’t eat until you’ve earned it. I don’t want him thinking that things in life are free. We may be poor, but we ain’t no beggars. We ain’t asking for no handouts. My old man taught me that a man earns his way in life. I want my son raised up the same way I was. It’s a hard life but we got each other. As long as we got each other, and the strength the Good Lord gave us, we ain’t never gonna want for nothing.”

All that was said with abruptness, but the look of pride on his face toned down the harshness of it just a smidgen.

The fierce expression on his face might have been enough to create a little bit of doubt in the mind of a lesser woman, but Doris was made of sterner stuff and was fully determined to do her good deed. “At least have some tea before you begin working on the yard. I wouldn’t want you to have a heatstroke because of dehydration.”  Doris was a kindhearted soul, but she could also be firm when she took a mind to be. She didn’t give the man time to refuse but reached back and offered her hand. “I’m Doris Langford and this is my husband, Gerald.”

Gerald took his eyes off of the road long enough to nod a greeting into the rearview mirror. 

The young man returned the nod and then offered a
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