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Life Outside the Bubble


I could feel my heart pounding.  What am I going to say?  What if he’s crazy?  What if he thinks I’m crazy?  His tattered navy blue shirt bore the words “Beer…it’s what’s for dinner” in faded yellow print.  His jeans showed definite signs of wear and tear.  His long wavy hair was tied back and kept in place underneath his dirt stained baseball cap.  What am I about to get myself into?  As I approached him, I could see his eyes growing wider with hope.  There’s no turning back now.  
*    *    *    *


The red lights glowed 12:45 pm as I looked at the clock.  Only 5 minutes since I last looked? Damn.  I straightened up my desk, threw my dirty clothes in my closet, and tossed my pillows on my bed.  12:51?  This is getting a bit ridiculous.  I tried to find something else around my room to busy myself.  I was beyond nervous about my upcoming adventure.  I was so apprehensive that I was finding any excuse possible to postpone my trip.  If you don’t go today, then what makes you think you’ll go tomorrow?  With that thought lingering in my mind, I grabbed my keys and headed out the door.  

*    *    *    *


My heart was racing as I paced down the Drag-Guadalupe.  I would never have fathomed approaching a stranger on the street, let alone a stranger begging for change.  This had moved beyond my comfort zone and had stretched into unknown territory for me.  I began approaching a lonely looking young man sitting in the nook of an empty store.  I had anticipated approaching him, but as I drew nearer, I grew more anxious and continued to walk by rather than put my plan into action.  


I waited at the red light on the corner of the street, glancing over my shoulder behind me.  I could see the young man trying to make eye contact with numerous people hustling by, but having no luck.  He was the one, I decided.  My heart started pounding.  I choked down the knot in my throat, and walked closer.

*    *    *    *


His name is Mike.  He is 21 years old.  While I assumed he was homeless, I discovered that he was actually living in an apartment off North Lamar.  He couldn’t make rent this month, and wasn’t sure how much longer it would be before his landlord evicted him.  Today, he is panhandling in hopes of making a few extra dollars to get by on.  His wife, Amanda, whom he has been with for two years, was recently been put in jail on drug charges.  Mike was arrested with her as well, but the charges were dropped once the police realized Amanda was the one they really wanted.  “We’re not really married, but we think of each other as husband and wife.  We’re married by common law.”  

Our conversation was interrupted by music blaring from his pocket.  He answered his cell phone that was quite new, a stark contrast and nagging reminder of his current living conditions. As he answered it he informed me that it was his brother.  “Hey bro, wassup…Uh, no, not yet, just called to see what you might be up to.  Didn’t know if you were working today or not…Oh yea…Oh yea…Yea. I was going to see if I might …if I could get a ride to the Airport and maybe MLK…No I got some stuff to do…I guess I can catch the bus over there…Yea. Alrighty…talk to you later.”  A cell phone?  I couldn’t help but wonder about his priorities. 


Out of the corner of my eye, I could see someone approaching.  It was a guy I had seen earlier sitting on the street panhandling not far from Mike.  “Hey man, my dad’s going to throw 20 bucks my way.  You wanna go get a hair cut?  And I just closed out my bank account so I got another buck,” the man said.  


Mike began calculating their earnings in his head.  “Well you made a buck off of that, and I’ve got an extra dollar now, so we only need an extra dollar here,” Mike informed his friend.  

“We’re just trying to make a couple extra bucks so we can eat here in a little bit.”  Mike said returning back to our conversation.  Mike’s friend returned the same nook he had occupied earlier.  


“That’s Joe.  I met him a few years back when I was homeless.”

*    *    *    *


It’s a rainy afternoon 3 years ago.  Mike is angrily throwing his clothes into a bag.  His dad is fed up with Mike’s inability to find a steady job.  Mike is sick of his constant nagging.  


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”  His dad furiously shouts as he storms in.  


“I’ve had enough of your shit!  I’m getting the hell out of here!”  Mike is so angry, his thoughts are cluttered and the only thing that he can focus on is getting out of the door.  He pushes past his dad and storms out into the street.  His dad’s shouting can be heard long after Mike has left.  

*    *    *    *


“My dad can be a real rough abrasive person, but he’s a good guy now though.  He’s got an abrasive personality…can be an asshole, but I like him.  He helps me out sometimes.  We used to not get along, but now he helps me out whenever he can, but you know they’ve got a lot of credit card debt so they can’t help me out too much.  They live up in Pflugerville.  My brother?  He lives up there too.  He helps me out, just with rides here and there though.  That’s all he can do.”  

*    *    *    *


It’s the middle of November.  The recent fight with his father has left him to fend for himself on the streets.  At a park in Austin he meets a girl the same age as him, who is homeless as well.  Between the two of them, they have a tent and half a dozen sleeping bags.  In the mornings, she goes her way and he goes his.  Together, they make enough to survive on.  

*    *    *    *


Mike remembers back to the time he actually was homeless.  “I was out on the streets for about three or four months before I moved back in with my parents.  I made enough to survive, so I guess it was ok.  But I’m not looking forward to doing it again.  I think my parents might let me move back in with them for a while, but I’m going to have to get cleaned up and look for a job everyday.  So, I guess I’ll put my stuff in storage and crash at my parents house until my wife gets out.”  Why doesn’t he start job searching now?  

*    *    *    *


After talking with Mike for nearly two hours, I began to feel as if I was taking away from his time trying to make a couple of dollars.  I graciously thanked him for talking with me and made plans to meet again in the same spot a few days later.  I grew nervous and uneasy about if he would actually show up when we had planned.  As I walked away, I felt ashamed and guilty.  Why couldn’t I just have given him $2?  I reassured myself that I did the right thing. I wanted him to meet with me again because he felt compelled to want to talk to me again - not because he needed more money.  What if he doesn’t come because I didn’t give him anything?  He probably thinks I just wasted his time.  Damn it Jessica, you blew your chances for talking with him again.  
*    *    *    *


I played the tape recorder back for the fourth time.  So many questions bombarded my thoughts.  Why hadn’t I asked him about what had happened with his previous job?  Why didn’t I ask more about his wife, Amanda?  

I had enough information and emotions that I needed to sort out.  It was hard not to judge and jump to conclusions about Mike.  


For the duration of our conversation, I had tried to place myself in his shoes.  I sat next to him in the nook of the building.  I tried to make eye contact with people to see their reaction, but I was only met with confused looks.  I couldn’t place myself completely in his position because it was obvious that I didn’t belong.  Empathy was impossible with such a minute grasp on his situation.  I was an outsider looking into something that I didn’t even have the slightest idea about.  I just hope he shows up.  
*    *    *    *


Thursday, the day I had planned to meet with Mike again, came sooner than I thought, and I found myself pacing around my room yet again.  I was nervous that he wouldn’t show up and even more nervous that if he did, I’d ask all the wrong questions.  


Once I made it to the Drag, I continued my pacing.  I walked in and out of random stores waiting and hoping for him to show.  Half an hour had passed by.  I peered out of the store for the tenth time looking for any sign of Mike.  I was disappointed once again.  I sulked back into Urban Outfitters and paced around glancing at everything and taking none of it in.  After ten more minutes had passed, I walked outside one last time.  To my surprise, Mike was sitting in his little nook once again.  A wave of relief flew over me.


He was wearing the same clothes that he was wearing when I first talked to him.  I thought he still had an apartment?  Why isn’t he taking advantage of it for the time he still has it? I took my seat next to him just as I had before and began to fill in the missing pieces from our first conversation.  

*    *    *    *


bang…Bang…BANG..  

It’s 3 am and the pounding hasn’t stopped.  

“Come on…open up!  I know you’re in there!” 

Amanda pleads with Mike for the final time.  “I can’t take it anymore.  We can’t live like this.”

Mike hears glass shattering and hurries toward the window.  He looks out in enough time to see a dark shadow dart away from a parked car.  

*    *    *    *

Mike’s previous neighbor was a crack dealer.  It was not an unusual occurrence for crack addicts to pound on his door at all hours of the night for their next fix.  They’d continue pounding on the door for hours at a time until he answered.  “We just couldn’t live like that anymore.  Our other neighbor’s car got broken into and he had everything stolen.  We just couldn’t take it.  We moved out of there and got a new place.  Now it might not be there for much longer.”


When Amanda was put in jail, his source of income vanished.  They had worked together.  “She was working for an escort service, dancing and stuff.  I was driving her around to her different calls and stuff, doing that for money.  Then she had her surgery and couldn’t dance anymore, then got put into jail.  See, we had a kid 7 weeks ago and she had to have an emergency C-section.  We couldn’t take care of the kid given the circumstances, so we put her up for adoption.  Amanda was already on parole, and couldn’t check in with her probation officer because of the surgery.  Her probation officer got fed up with it and put a warrant out for her arrest.  I’m working on getting an attorney to get her time shortened.  She should only be there for a few months or so.  I see her every Tuesday and Saturday.  It’s not much, but that’s all I can see her, you know.  Once she gets out, she should be able to go back to work.”  


He was offering so much information with such casualness.  It was as if he didn’t care what I thought or that he expected me to think of it as a normal way of life.  It was his normal way of life, but to me it was only the norm in Lifetime movies.  Was she really still working for an escort service up until she had her baby? 
*    *    *    *


It’s 7 am.  Mike awakens to the persistent beeping of his alarm clock.  By 8 am, he is flying signs at the intersection of Parmer and I-35.  This intersection is one of the most lucrative.  By 8:30, the church people show up.  They know this is the most profitable intersection as well.  Without making eye contact with Mike, they push past him and begin collecting donations for their church.  To them, Mike doesn’t exist – he’s not worth their time.  Mike knows it’s not worth it to protest to them.  He leaves without saying a word and tries his luck panhandling on Guadalupe.  

*    *    *    *


“There’s too many homeless people in Austin now.  People don’t care anymore like they used to.  I used to make enough to survive on whenever I was homeless, but now…people don’t like to help out.”  


I began to see this lack of help first hand.  People hustled by, avoided eye contact, and pretended to lose their hearing temporarily whenever they saw Mike.  


“I’m hoping to get a job and save up money ‘til my wife gets out.  Hopefully we can both save up enough money to move to New York.  I hate the weather here.  It’s too damn hot.”  He wiped the sweat from his brow.  He looked off in the distance, and his eyes lit up as he began to talk more about his dreams for the future.  

“I’d prefer to live outside the city, but she wants to live in the city.  I hate downtown here, so I don’t think I’d care for it much there.  We’ll just figure it out as we go.  I don’t have a specific career or job in mind.  I guess if I save up enough money, I can start taking classes and look into robotics.  I think that’d be kind of cool.”  

*    *    *    *

I made plans to meet with him again and headed back to Georgetown.  I wasn’t sure what to think after my interviews.  It was hard to look at everything he had told me and not be judgmental.  I tried to piece together his stories, but couldn’t do so without making typical assumptions.  Why hadn’t he found a job?  By driving his wife around to her different calls, did that make him her pimp?  I knew I’d beyond uncomfortable asking him all of these questions, so I was left to ponder them on my own.  I couldn’t imagine living a life close to what he had.  Did he live the way he did because he was used to that way of life?  Or was it his drug habit that kept him from changing?  Was his wife the one that kept him from cleaning up his act? 

*    *    *    *


I was back on Guadalupe for another interview with Mike.  I was more at ease this time than the past two interviews.  I had planned on this being my final interview with him, and had intended on taking him to grab a bite to eat.  Just as the time before, Mike wasn’t there yet.  Rather than anxiously pacing around, I sat down on the street and waited.  Whenever I looked up at people, I realized they were avoiding eye contact with me.  Do they just not see me?  Or are they pretending I’m not here?  I’m probably just assuming things.  I glanced up once more, and met eyes with a passerby.  He quickly looked away and hurried past.  


Thirty minutes passed by, and there was still no sign of Mike.  I began to suspect he wasn’t coming.  After another twenty minutes had passed by, I decided to head back to Georgetown.  

*    *    *    *


Interviewing Mike had been a new experience for me.  I’m generally the person avoiding eye contact whenever I’m on the drag on Guadalupe.  Without even knowing the situation, I’m usually quick to judge.  It was difficult for me to put aside my feelings and just listen.  Not only listen, but also listen with an open mind.  Rather than judging, I questioned.  People only see things in black and white and make assumptions of stereotypes.  I was a little disappointed when I realized that Mike possessed some stereotypical characteristics, but then again that was his life.  His life, although abnormal and unfathomable to me, was still his life and what he had grown accustomed too.  He was still a person, with dreams of better things to come no matter how bad the current situation was.  


As I drove home, I became more aware of my surroundings.  There really are more homeless people in Austin than one realizes, especially one who is isolated by the Southwestern bubble.  I questioned my surroundings, and although I didn’t find answers, I found a whole new world of experiences.  

Author’s Afterwords…


Like I said earlier, meeting with Mike was a whole new experience.  I was placed in a situation that I had never been in before.  I’d never sat on a street with someone who was begging for change.  Mike was more than willing to share any story or any part of his life with me.  He didn’t try to sugar coat anything or hide anything from me.  This made me think that he didn’t care about what people thought of him.  

At many points in my paper, I was tempted to point out my skepticism about some of his stories, but I didn’t want to make up people’s mind’s about Mike.  Rather than pointing out my judgments, I pointed out my questions that I had formulated from our interviews.  

He was an extremely interesting person to talk to.  I wasn’t sure how ethical it would be to give him money.  I didn’t want him to feel obligated to talk to me, and I didn’t want to feel like I was buying his time.  It was a huge disappointment that he didn’t show up for my final interview.  


Out of the three articles I’ve written, I felt like this one was my best piece.  I felt like my writing style developed and improved greatly throughout this course.  It was also a new and different experience for me that I wanted to share with everyone. 
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