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Dr. Nelson works with people in our community who are barely able to keep body and soul 
together. As we turn the calendar, he shares a few of their stories … 
 
 
The calendar indicates spring, but not here and not yet. Gray clouds hang low in the sky, 
seemingly like they can be touched. Bare branches bend in the wind, and a brown leaf that 
hung on from last fall lets go and flies, pushed down the street by the gusty wind. Snowflakes 
fly in various sizes: small ones and large ones throughout the day. Everyone is bundled in 
multiple layers, and yet all are chilled. Still, there are people out. There are always people out, 
and here is what is witnessed. 
 

--- 
 
The older woman pulls a white cart behind her. This is how she gets her groceries home. There 
is a lone bag in the cart, yet it seems to take effort to pull. She stops by a garbage can and lifts 
the lid. Instead of putting something in, she looks inside. She does not take anything from this 
one. The next can, and she repeats, and she takes something out this time. Perhaps a piece of 
metal or a portion of food. It does not make a difference. 

 
--- 

 
 
The younger woman sits at the bus stop with groceries with three children — perhaps ages 4, 8, 
and 12. Thankfully, there is a bus stop shelter. Though the wind is out of the northwest, it offers 
a bit of protection. Each ride on the bus costs $6 for her and the kids. For her, the $6 trips, not 
including the groceries, now cost 25% more than they did three months ago. 
 
Inflation cuts deeply when you try to feed a family of three. 
 



 
--- 

 
 

They hold signs, standing on street corners on a diagonal from 
one another. He is given a bag, and asks for another one for his 
wife, nodding to the woman on the other side of the street. She 
waves. They are provided with two sacks, socks, and hand 
warmers. He thanks the team and goes back to his position, 
moving his feet to stay warm. Nods to the team as they drive 
by. What else is there to say? This is life for those that live on 
the margins. 

 
 

--- 
 

 
Her car sits askance in the intersection. The wheel is lying perpendicular to the vehicle. Maroon 
transmission fluid seeps out from underneath the car. The impact of the car hitting the road 
probably punctured the oil pan, which could cause the transmission to fail. Even if the vehicle is 
not totaled, it will cost $2,000 to fix. She is fine. Her child waves. But it is situations like these 
where a person who cannot now get to work could lose their home. 
 
 

--- 
 

 
There are not just unfortunate circumstances, but the realities of those who live in poverty. 
Everyday issues are magnified because of poverty and addictions. How can they rest or get an 
education when every day is survival? Better not get sick — no paid time off if you are working 
and with a child; you have insurance, but there are copays and medicines, and now there is no 
way to get to the doctor. And the cycle goes on and on. 
 
This is our community and these are realities. 
 
 
 
David Nelson, PhD, MS, is an Associate Professor of Family and Community Medicine at MCW. 
He leads many of MCW’s community engagement efforts, partnering with public and private 
organizations to enhance learning, research, patient care and the health of the community. 
Much of this work involves leaving campus and going to the places where the people he wants 
to help live, work and play. He formerly served on the board of Friedens Community Ministries, a 
local network of food pantries working to end hunger in the community and is the co-founder of 

https://friedenspantry.org/


StreetLife Communities -- https://www.streetlifecommunities.org/ striving for justice with those 
living on the margins.  
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