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BODY:
When I see a homeless man huddled under a blanket or wandering aimlessly up and down the street, I rarely give him money. I barely notice him. And I never stop to strike up conversation.

Yet when I travel, everything changes. Last winter I paid money to go to Chiapas, Mexico, to research indigenous street children for my senior essay. My project was to hang out in the plazas and observe how the kids behaved. They would approach me, trying to sell their hand-woven string bracelets, and I would start asking them their names, where they were from, why they were in the street rather than at school. 

One day I met a man selling peanuts. He sat down on the bench next to me and, in his broken English and my broken Spanish, we chatted about his life. After our talk, I went straight to the Internet cafe to e-mail my parents back home. I was so excited to have gotten the opportunity to learn a little more about the people of southern Mexico.

I'm back in the States now, but planning my next visit abroad. This time I hope to go to Myanmar (also known as Burma). I want to meet the Burmese people, visit their monasteries, deal with their monsoons, try to understand how they live under a system so different from here.

But I'm not there yet. Still stuck in the States.

I'm in a park in D.C., and a man in torn-up cargo pants, pushing a cart carrying all of his belongings packed tightly in garbage bags, walks past. He says, "Hello." I smile, and he stops to chat.

"I'm a United States Supreme Court lawyer," he says with pride but also humility. He knows what he looks like. He knows that people are not going to believe that this bum is a lawyer. Or maybe he thinks they'll be shocked to find out.

"I'm a waitress," I answer back. If he were wearing a suit, or at least a clean pair of khakis, I would've said, "I'm an aspiring journalist." (You never know who is going to become a contact.)

He keeps talking, commending my job as a great way to connect to people. "We all eat," he says. "You get a chance to bring people together at restaurants."

The man asks to sit down on the bench with me. He's a talker. He goes on and on about how he was such a successful litigator that the other lawyers had to get rid of him.

He smells, and I want to finish reading my newspaper.

But I remember the man selling peanuts in Mexico.  Why do I need to leave our country to learn from people with different lifestyles than my own?

I ask him what he does for food. He says, "I eat leftovers."

I try to probe him -- where do you sleep? Does your family help you? What can you do to get off the streets? He repeats each question, like he is about to answer it, but then goes off on another tangent about Reagan and Ashcroft and the corrupt elites that control our society and have caused "blight" to our cities.

He has an incredible vocabulary and knows his politics. He knows more about Myanmar than I did four weeks ago.

But I want to understand him. I keep probing, and he keeps talking about the "economic infrastructure" and his plans to create programs for faith-based professionals.

I give up trying to direct the conversation and just listen.

 "I'm old enough to be your father but young enough to be your man," he says.

Technically, he's old enough to be my grandfather.

We laugh, and he says, "Isn't this nice -- we've got a connection, you and me."

I pull out my pack of cigarettes and motion for him to take one. "No, thanks," he says, "I have my own."

He asks if I'll go to New York with him -- he can get us bus tickets for only $10, and he has lots of friends I can meet.

I smile and say, "No, but thank you." He says, "Isn't this nice? I can make you laugh, and you have such a great laugh."

Our time is eventually up, and I walk away to meet my sister without any of my questions answered.

I tell her all about him. This man who wasn't wearing a longyis or on his way to meditate, yet who I still don't understand. "Maybe he really was a lawyer -- he knew all the legal jargon. Maybe he was an alcoholic and couldn't keep his job."

"Maybe he is mentally ill," my sister says.

I keep talking about him.

"It sounds like he was hitting on you," she says.

"No, he just wanted to talk."
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