Lenny Jones

Lenny Jones, not his real name, came to my attention when I received an
almost frantic call from Brad a staffer at the Gospel Rescue Mission. He had checked
into the Mission on Amador the night before. Like so many others Lenny carried his
life on his back, literally and figuratively. At forty-five years, he looked at least ten
years older. He signed his name with a shaking hand. Through his squinted eyes,
blasted by the sun, blowing sand, and a world few of us can imagine, he was again and
again changing is bed from the hard ground to at least a few hours of sleep in a
sheltered place and on a mattress many others had also used in their meanderings. He
never quite made eye contact. His teeth and his fingers were yellowed by a cigarette he
always seemed to have in his hand. His plaid shirt and his filthy jeans, old leather
shoes that had long known better days but who, if they could, tell a story to equal
Steinbeck. Of few words, he pretty much stayed to himself acknowledging the present
of others only with an almost undetectable nod. He wore a much used and out-of-
shape ball cap, the letters faded.

Lenny caught Brad’s attention at dinner when, playing with his food in a
cafeteria shared with other Lenny’s, with the same mannerisms, the same distant look.

No friendships here, alone and getting by. For some unknown reason, at the time,



Lenny seemed to stop in mid-fork, a Vienna sausage hanging perilously over the teeth,
it too uncertain where to go next, he started to cry. At first it was more a near silent
gesture and Lenny tried to stuff back into his being and yet. The tears became for
rapidly and in embarrassment he first shoved the tray of food away, then his head
dropped. He tried to right himself and edge away from the table, the people on sides,
strangers, and feigned ignorance to his condition. At this point not only were the
tears becoming more freely and an almost haunting sound of pain came from his
pressed lips. He began to shake against first almost unnoticeably and then more
pronounced. If he was embarrassed he was beyond hiding his sadness.

Brad approached Lenny. He did not try to interrupt this very personal moment
but simply to be present, kind of like having a dirty brink wall in an alley-way in a
nameless city when the wind is blowing down on you and while there is no shelter a
sentinel of security at least in his mind.

There is no happy ending to this story. In fact it is a story repeated again and
again in homeless shelters across this country of ours. You would like to have the hero
reach out, help the Lenny’s of the world, find a safe space and begin a healing from the
despair that masks their journey.

How do Lenny and the other four thousand people who bunked at the Gospel
Rescue Mission in our town come to this point in these lives? The stories of their

individual journeys could fill volumes in any library or the newspaper morgues in any



town. Each has a story, of broken homes, of a history of drug and alcohol abuse and
dependency, of catastrophic health, of never exorcising the demons from a war in
some far off country. They speak little about where they came from, about their
childhoods, the cacophony of abuse they were subjected to as small children, of the
painful spiral downward from broken economies. In their lined, aged faces there is a
discernable roadmap from one mission to another. Some ride the rail, the song of
hobos much less romantic in song then the danger of climbing on and jumping off
freight trains. Some are well-read others offer only a spec of schooling. Along the way
they may have had relationships and children, mothers and fathers, sisters and
brothers, but these are only memories that are buried or denied in their current state.
They do not have hope. Hope is not in their vocabulary.

I have often thought that it would be a brilliant idea to prepare a map of the
homeless across the United States. It isn’t the same map you buy in a bookstore or in a
gas station. It isn’t one that is flourished with symbols of villages, towns and cities.
The highways of the homeless would be represented by jagged lines along side railroad
tracks, culverts, embankments, ditches where these travelers find respite from their
weary passage. Inserts would be not stately cities but dark alleys, river banks, soup
kitchens, jails, third-hand clothing stores, clusters of booze bottles and needles, trash
cans and dumpsters, empty buildings, soot, all colored with desperation (the hues of

coal smoke blacks and grays, browns, piles of litter. I could doctor up these maps with



topographic features, barriers exposed to the elements over which these folks have to
overcome to get to their next meal. These landmarks are not stately, over flown by the
American flag, antiseptic campgrounds; the parkways on this map would show where
the homeless sleep behind old tombstones on cold and snowy nights in our nation’s
capital along Rock Creek Parkway. In my town they would include landmarks such as
fashionable camping sites under culverts, brushy areas along the Rio Grande,
cardboard and wooden boxes along the Santa Fe railroad tracks, the bench outside the
Albertson’s store on El Paseo, places every homeless person should visit while in Las
Cruces. Did I include the grating sandstorms outside the Community of Hope on a
spring or fall day where even the homeless hunker down?

This is the world my friend Lenny lives in. Because I am a mental health
counselor I am drawn to people with mental illness. If you have no money, you have

no home, your clothes are sticking to your body, you share a stale hotdog bun with



