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We are all victims of
circumstance. You can try and lead an honest life and be a decent
person, but falling in with the wrong crowd will derail most good
intentions. Your best efforts simply may not be enough to beat the
odds stacked against you when your family lives on the lower-end
social and economic margins of life in the free world. Introduce
drugs, petty crime and disillusionment with the fake dreams of
upward mobility and you will encounter many people who no longer
dream about ‘fitting in and making it’. Encounter is an
overstatement, as the downtrodden are rarely met by others in the
true sense of social interaction between equal citizens. Most of
the time, people do see and notice others who appear less well-off;
perhaps they do so by judging from the poor’s worn-out looking
clothes and unkempt appearances. Greetings are very rarely
exchanged between these two worlds, of those making it or getting
by, and those who have fallen off the ladder, lost their way in the
labyrinths of class society; a glance is seldom spared for those no
longer ‘fitting in’, but in passing, one notices the down-and-out,
senses their anguish.

If you pass through downtown during the
commotion of morning rush-hour on your way to your bus-stop, on
some mornings you would notice a thirty-something, but looking more
like a mid-forty-year-old, destitute man standing across the street
on the sidewalk, in front of the downtown McDonald’s. The man is
playing tunes on a recorder, hoping for change from passer-bys, but
unaware that he hasn’t placed any cup or cap on the ground to
collect any coins that might be tossed his way. Nobody who passes
him knows his name: Lukas Fairburn, simply Luke to the few,
transitory friends of his. It is easy to imagine Luke has been down
on his luck for a long time, defeated by life, all ambition for
self-improvement he once did nourish, now blunt.

Just about every morning as well, another
man, self-absorbed and with an air of importance in his stride,
walks past Luke. Jeremy Coyle is an accomplished middle aged man,
respected and recognized by his peers, but dead to the world
outside of the orbit of his own, routine-infused, comfortable life
of affluence. He of course knows the other man is there in the
morning, playing his recorder. In fact, he expects him to be there
most mornings, wearing a washed-out Syracuse Orange basketball
sweater under a jeans jacket and in brown work pants that are
soiled dark for the most part.

Grey-haired Jeremy works downtown where he is
the co-owner and logistics director of an engineering firm. He gets
there early, almost always before the admin assistance does. Once
she’s there, Jeremy puts on his navy-blue wool coat and heads to a
nearby Starbucks, looking somewhat. Not every day, but perhaps two
or three times a week, on the way back, holding his extra-large,
dark body coffee with two cream, he places a few coins on the
pavement when he comes up to Luke. It is never much, just one
quarter, sometimes a dime or a nickel, or even both added, when he
feels like it. Luke always says ‘thank you Sir’, but Jeremy only
nods his head, ever so slightly.


If you were to keep
track of this generosity, you would discover that on average,
Jeremy hands down $4.03 a month to Luke. It has now been six and a
half months since the two men are obliviously engaged in this
‘Have-and-Have-Not’ relationship. Recorder-playing Luke has
received $26.19 from dandy Jeremy. In return, Jeremy has been
thanked and called ‘Sir’, eighty-five times. As Jeremy usually does
not take back the small change when he pays for his coffee, he has
paid $351 for his morning caffeine fix. If the coins for Luke are
factored in, Jeremy has spent $377.19.

It is now mid-October, and on this cool
morning, Jeremy is on his usual stroll over to Starbucks (in fact
he has developed a bit of a crush for one of the new baristas), but
there is no tune in the air, the traffic noise reigns supremely;
Luke is not there. A week later, Luke has not returned and after
that, Jeremy no longer thinks about him (two days ago, he initiated
some small-talk with the barista).

Things can happen we all know, best for the
better but we know that sadly, things often change for the worst.
For Luke, having endured a life on a downward spiral, things took a
turn, for the better. It happened on a Friday night while Luke was
staying over at the Sheppard’s. Early that day, he had felt fed up
with playing his recorder, gathered the few coins in front of him
and walked over into the shopping mall where he had a small coffee,
two cream and sugar, at the Dunkin’s. His heel was aching, more
intense than usual. Usually he could just pop two aspirins to numb
the ache, but in the now damper mornings, the pain could flare up.
No tune he could play made him feel any better.

With his foam coffee cup less than half full,
Luke got up and walked over to the mall’s convenience store. He had
an impulse to buy a chocolate bar to go with the rest of his
coffee, but when the clerk greeted him, ‘Hi Sir, how may I help
you?’ he had a sudden change of thought and said, ‘Yeah, hi, a
quick-pick Mega Millions ticket with Megaplier, please’. The clerk
handed him the two-dollar ticket which Luke folded and stuck into
his jeans jacket’s outer pocket, finished his coffee that had gone
cold and made his way back to his spot along the always busy
street.

As this story goes, Luke continued his day
the way he did most days, finding his way back to the shelter
around noon. Lunch was not too bad
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