
[image: Cover Page of Angle on the World]


[image: Half Title of Angle on the World]


[image: Title Page of Angle on the World]


Copyright © 2016 by Bill Barich

The contents of this book first appeared, in slightly different form, in the New Yorker, as well as the New York Times, San Francisco Chronicle. San Francisco Examiner, Los Angeles Times, Irish Times, Narrative, Islands, Salon, and Outside.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Anthony Morais

Cover photograph courtesy of QT Luong/terragalleria.com

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-0833-4

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-0834-1

Printed in the United States of America


For Imelda


Introduction

I once had a schoolteacher who joked that I was the most curious boy she’d ever met. She meant that in the dictionary sense of “eager to learn or know something” rather than “strange, unusual,” or so I choose to believe, although I may have been guilty on both counts. Whatever the case, I’ve spent much of my writing life indulging that curiosity, throwing myself into situations and subcultures to gain an education and acquire my own angle on the world. The dispatches collected here arose from that desire. All but one first appeared in the New Yorker, where my editors gave me the support and encouragement to tackle such in-depth reports.

The dispatches have a common thread. They all explore stories that the press had ignored or reported on in a desultory way, at least in my view. For years I’d been reading about the Troubles in Northern Ireland, for instance, but the focus was always on the sensational aspects of the conflict. I had no idea what Belfast looked like or how the people of the city conducted their daily affairs, so I decided to spend three weeks there. My hope was to capture what Norman Mailer described as “the feel of the phenomenon,” or a palpable sensation of living in Ulster.

To keep from repeating the usual clichés, I avoided politicians, official sources, and other journalists. Instead I talked with greengrocers, butchers, newsagents, and so on, including a barber who swore he’d never visit San Francisco, my hometown at the time, because he was scared of earthquakes, proving that fear is relative. I walked from my hotel near Queens University through the Catholic Falls and the Protestant Shankill, and heard from the locals how the paramilitaries operate and the price they extract from the citizens they supposedly protect. It soon became clear who reaped the biggest benefits from the sectarian divide.

“Board-and-Care” addressed the plight of the homeless in San Francisco. A great many suffered from a mental disorder. Government programs to help out were sadly lacking, so I looked elsewhere for a possible solution. A psychiatrist friend, an activist in the field, steered me to Chateau Agape, a Queen Anne Victorian in the Mission District, where twenty-seven chronic adult paranoid schizophrenics lived together in relative harmony.

The chateau struck me as a cost-effective model for what could and should be done in a caring society. Its owners, the Loopers, were heroes in my eyes, and so, too, was Manuel Velasquez (“The Crazy Life”), who labored to prevent teenage gang members in Los Angeles County from dying young in turf or drug wars.

The disheartening mess along our border with Mexico hasn’t improved much since I wrote “La Frontera.” When I first arrived in San Ysidro, California, directly opposite Tijuana, I expected a tightly controlled perimeter as in the movies, but instead I witnessed an elaborate, never-ending game of cat-and-mouse. The border patrol was understaffed and overwhelmed, and its agents were almost powerless. So little has changed I’d only have to include the Trump factor and the vigilante patrols to bring the story up-to-date. As long as there’s work on offer, the migrants will continue to risk a crossing.

“The Victim’s Wake” came about when an editor at Outside asked if I’d like to cover a murder trial in the Caribbean, in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, where a wealthy American couple stood accused of killing a water taxi operator named Jolly Joseph. If a jury found them guilty, they might hang from the gallows. I sat in the dusty old courtroom and listened as bewigged barristers argued the case, while islanders in their Sunday best observed and delivered a whispered commentary, trying not to laugh or applaud.

The pieces I’ve grouped together as diversions offer lighter fare. I’d probably never have met Jerry Garcia, if the New Yorker under Tina Brown hadn’t doted on celebrities. When David Milch invited me to work on his HBO horse racing show Luck, sadly short-lived, I got a master class in screenwriting from a genius of the form and lots of laughs in the bargain. The trips I made to Barbados and Culebra were courtesy of Islands. The essays on Italy, my Peace Corps days in Nigeria, and the Haight-Ashbury add up to a fragmentary portrait of my often-confused youth, when the dream of being a writer seemed too farfetched to ever be realized.

An Angle On the World is meant to be a bedside book, one to dip into at random and at leisure. Hopefully, the reader will find much to enjoy and only a little to provoke. Even when investigating the most difficult subjects, I’ve attempted to be as optimistic as common sense would allow. Looking back, as Satchel Paige advised us never to do, I’m pleased to see that I’ve made an adventure of my writing life and remain deeply grateful to all those who helped that miracle to happen.


One: Dispatches


Board and Care: San Francisco

Chateau Agape, San Francisco, seven o’clock on a February morning. The air smells of bacon frying, coffee percolating. With a spatula, Leroy Looper eases an egg off a stove-top grill and onto a plate, then hands it to a woman who wears an old raincoat for a robe. She’s holding tightly to the collar, clinging to it for security. From a plastic tray, Leroy gives her two Mellaril pills and smiles at her in approval, pleased to see that her hair is neatly combed and her eyes are bright. Only yesterday, the woman was confused and frightened, unwilling to eat or to speak, and Leroy’s wife, Kathy, had to coax some nourishment into her by offering cups of hot chocolate.

“You look real nice today, Carla,” Leroy says to her, in a rich, preacherly voice, and this simple bit of praise seems to lift her off her feet. Meanwhile, he takes another egg from a cardboard carton and lets it rest for a moment on his palm. Against his skin, it resembles an oblong marble. He is a very big man of sixty-two, built on the scale of a retired pro-football tackle, and when he walks through the Tenderloin, a tough downtown district where he runs a hotel and works as a neighborhood organizer, the pimps and dealers scatter. A former addict himself, he spent twelve years of his youth strung out on heroin, bouncing from prison to prison, but he kicked his habit for good.

Leroy cracks the egg and sets it to sizzling. He lays out more bacon strips—cheerful, humming to himself—and starts another pot of coffee, and the seductive aromas drift up a broad mahogany staircase to rooms on the second and third floors. The Chateau, a rambling Queen Anne Victorian mansion, is a board-and-care home for the mentally disabled, and all but one of twenty-seven men and women who share it with the Loopers are chronic schizophrenics. A secretary, a practical nurse, a rock musician—in a few minutes, they begin to roll into the dining room, half awake and in need of caffeine. They range in age from nineteen to fifty-two. Often in the past they’ve had to be hospitalized, some in locked facilities, but here they usually function well, creating an atmosphere of mutual support, a therapeutic community.

From an urn I help myself to hot water for tea, and I ask one of the boarders, whose name is Anatole, if I can join him at his table. “By all means,” he says, gesturing grandly with an arm. In the weeks I’ve been visiting, we’ve become friends. We shoot pool in the basement, or sit around and discuss global affairs, solving—with amazing ease—many of the world’s problems. Anatole has a quick wit, and the handsome, grizzled, toothless face of a prospector. His longish black hair is flecked with gray, and when he served in the Army, near Frankfurt, the Frauleins told him he was a double for Elvis. He, too, is looking good, having recently and reluctantly agreed to increase his daily dose of Stelazine, an anti-psychotic. Like most mental patients, he wants to be free of drugs and doctors, free of craziness, but at least he’s sleeping better now, not staying up most of the night, wired and rapping.

When I first came to the Chateau, in late January, Anatole was hostile toward me, suspicious of my motives, informing me in his regal way that the only good writer around was Tom Brokaw of NBC. He resented the idea that I might be studying him, reducing his life to the stuff of research, so I had to be very clear about what I was doing. I explained that I’d got curious about the nationwide crisis in housing the mentally ill. In every major urban area of the United States, the streets were thick with disturbed people living in squalor, and I wondered if, in the absence of hospital beds, there was truly no place for them to go.

The number of mental institutions in the country has dropped radically since the nineteen-fifties. In California, privately owned, state-licensed board-and-cares are the primary long-term shelters for individuals with chronic illnesses. When I began to look into them, I met a local psychiatrist, Mel Blaustein, an expert in the field. He took me to two homes he visits weekly, acting as a medical adviser. (There are seventy-three board-and-cares in San Francisco, with seven hundred and five beds.) The homes I saw were small and run-down, set on busy, dismal blocks in poor neighborhoods, and the patients in them were sullen, giddy, or without affect, dozing in chairs, drinking beer, or watching endless hours of TV.

In terms of quality, Dr. Blaustein said, the homes were about average for the system, providing clean rooms, regular meals, monitoring of medication, and some supervision—an acceptable alternative, certainly, to forcing people to camp in alleys. Yet he believed it was possible for a board-and-care to be much more than just a holding tank, so he brought me to the Chateau, where the Loopers, with no special training or financial aid, were investing a tired concept with fresh energy.

All this I explained to Anatole (I have changed his name as well as the names of the other residents), and he nodded gravely, using his radar—a sixth sense some schizophrenics seem to have for determining the truth—to see if I was being honest. Apparently, I passed the test, because afterward he started seeking my company, laughing, teasing me, telling me jokes.

“I might be doing some writing myself pretty soon,” he informs me this morning, rolling a cigarette from a pouch of Bugler, one of the sixty or eighty he’ll smoke today.

“What will you write about?” I ask.

“Oh, something important, probably.” He pauses for effect. “You know, like the Jurassic Age.”

Light pours through the curved windows of the dining room. It’s a balmy day, and in the garden roses are blooming, flaring up in reds and strong yellows. Again I am impressed by the beauty of the Chateau. Built in 1881 by a lumber tycoon, it was a mansion in ruin when the Loopers bought it, but they have gradually restored it and turned it into an architectural landmark. With bright white paint, a widow’s walk, and an eccentric Turkish cupola, it stands out from the other houses on Guerrero Street, and often makes passersby stop to wonder what’s going on inside. Sometimes at the Chateau, I feel as if I were on a fine old sailing ship. That comes in part from its size and in part from its period flavor. In every room, there are valuable antiques—brass beds, lamps with marble bases, armoires, gilt mirrors from the Barbary Coast.

The decor is even more remarkable when you consider that Kathy Looper scavenged every piece from a thrift shop or a garage sale, and refinished it. Now in her early forties, she is a short, sturdy, supremely dedicated woman of Greek ancestry, who wears glasses and bold colors, and hates to think that anything on earth might be going to waste. She was educated at Catholic schools in San Francisco and met Leroy in 1969, while she was still in college. “He was the first guy I ever dated,” she told me once, giggling, her hands on her hips. “Yeah! Can you believe it?”

I notice that Anatole is involved in the morning paper. He has been reading a lot lately, hoping to reconstruct the areas of his brain he feels are damaged, so I leave him alone, walk down a hallway to the front door, and bump into three of the Looper children—a girl and two of the boys—on their way to school. Residents are also milling around, collecting themselves, preparing to go to day centers or to volunteer jobs. I pass Dorothy and Jane, and then I pass Georgie, a gentle, long-nosed Russian in a neat shirt and tie. Years ago, Georgie underwent electroshock treatment at Napa State Hospital. “And you know what?” he whispered to me the other day, fiercely proud. “I still remember how it felt!”

He grins as I stroll by, and picks up the thread of our ongoing conversation. “You like your meat rare, right?” he asks.

“That’s right, Georgie.”

A broader grin. “Just throw it on the barbecue and take it off, right?”

“Right again.”

Very happy now. “Did your father have a temper?”

“When I was a kid. Not so much anymore.”

With a wicked sort of glee, he says, “Did he give you lickings?”

“A spanking once in a while,” I say.

Georgie quits talking and processes the data, storing it in a memory file he keeps on me. Always, he begins on a casual note and then grows more intimate, probing. He works by making comparisons, holding up another’s life against his own, so that a measure is taken, something is gained. You should have been a tailor, Georgie, I think, stepping onto the front porch. Out in the yard, a resident named Darnell is uncoiling a hose, getting ready to water some pansies in tubs. A recent arrival, he is a shy young black man in a yellow knit cap. He waves to me. The sky above him, all around him, is a delicate, almost transparent blue.

* * *

When Leroy Looper was a boy growing up in Washington, D.C., his father sometimes drank too much and beat him. He beat Leroy’s mother as well, and whenever he knocked out a tooth of hers he replaced it with a gold one. But in Leroy’s eyes the gold was less an apology than a form of insurance, something to be yanked out and pawned during the next bender; and at the age of seven, to keep from getting hit, he ran away from home. He earned some pocket money by shining shoes, begging for pennies, and selling copies of the Afro-American newspaper in bars and fancy hotels. His own name turned up in its “Missing Persons” column once, but he ignored the message, having already fallen in love with the streets.

Often when he was hungry, he would go to his Aunt Carrie’s house, in Glick Alley, behind the old Howard Theatre. The alley was a hive of action, thick with numbers runners, bootleggers, prostitutes, and entertainers down on their luck. Leroy soon got caught up in the flow of crime, nabbed a woman’s purse, and was sent to a reform school for a year—the year he was eight. The discipline there was strict. If you misbehaved, you were rapped on the knuckles with a ruler or were made to kneel for hours on concrete, under a blazing sun. Major offenders were stripped to the waist, tied to a rack, and lashed with a bullwhip.

On his release, Leroy vowed to avoid trouble, but he began cutting classes and roaming again, and, once more, when he was eleven, he foolishly stole a purse. The judge thought he must be a little crazy to repeat himself, so she sent him to an institution forty miles from the District that offered some psychiatric counselling. It had acres of land, and the security was not so tight. Leroy taught himself to box, played horseshoes and baseball, and steered clear of gangs. He had one very good teacher, Mr. Orange, who was Jewish and had been denied jobs at better schools because of his religion. Mr. Orange gave him books to read and started him on a course of self-education. At times, Leroy swore that he could feel his mind expanding; and as he walked over the vast property he dreamed about escaping.

One night, after cadging some food, he and two friends slipped out a window. He felt rapturous at first, blending into the woods, but it was also dark and cold, and after a while the boys couldn’t tell one star from another and wandered aimlessly in circles until the guards captured them.

As punishment, Leroy was banished for three weeks to the Hole—a rank, bare, confining room in the cellar of the institution. Undaunted, he kept trying to get away, and on his third attempt he came upon a devious, little-travelled route that took him through orchards and cornfields and then to a railroad track that led him to the city. He was sixteen and had been away from home for five years, but his father still had no use for him. Instead of giving him comfort or advice, the old man reported him to the police, and he and Leroy had a vicious fight before Leroy bolted out the door.

For a few months, he hung out in District pool halls, supporting himself by hustling suckers at eight ball and rotation. After Pearl Harbor was bombed, other men from the area enlisted in the Army, but Leroy felt no particular allegiance to the country that had jailed him as a child, and he decided instead to travel and gain some experience. He packed a knapsack and hoboed around the East Coast, working as a waiter, a bellhop, a welder, and a cook. When he couldn’t find a straight job, he indulged in petty cons, running a Murphy Game with a pal and sending unwary johns (they’d paid in advance) up the stairs of a nowhere apartment building for a tryst with the voluptuous but nonexistent Miss Murphy.

While Leroy was snoozing in a Manhattan cafeteria one afternoon in 1947, luxuriously unemployed, he struck up a friendship with a blues singer, Jimmy (Babyface) Lewis, who toured with an all-girl band, the Sweethearts of Rhythm. They got on so well that Jimmy hired him as his valet, and Leroy started travelling with the boss, making time with various Sweethearts, dressing in high style, and meeting people like Duke Ellington and Lionel Hampton at parties. An accommodating type, he kept a stash of marijuana on hand and sold it to band members and hangers-on, always holding back a little for himself, but he became incautious in his dealing and sold a few reefers to an undercover cop, earning a three-year term on Rikers Island.

There, in 1947, courtesy of a fellow-inmate, he got his first taste of heroin. It gave him a wonderful insulated feeling of relief, and once he was back outside he chased after it desperately.

An excuse, a blessing, a sickness, a seducer—to Leroy, heroin was all those things and more, and to buy it he dipped deeper into crime, pulling robberies and embarking on a familiar downward spiral to oblivion. The drug had such a grip on him that he might never have quit if he hadn’t almost died of an overdose, waking one miserable Harlem dawn to find himself stuffed in an apartment closet with the rigid, ice-cold body of another junkie.

That was enough, finally, to drive him into a New York hospital for a difficult course of treatment and therapy, which involved facing his childhood, his terrors, all the good and not so good reasons for his addiction. When he returned to Harlem, in the mid-nineteen-sixties—drug-free but with no firm plans for the future—he saw that the place was not the hallucinatory night town he’d remembered from his years on dope. While he’d been nodding off, a regular Rip van Winkle, Harlem had changed in positive, unanticipated ways.

Young blacks and whites were canvassing on behalf of civil rights, and Leroy joined them as an organizer for the Harlem Action Group, mainly because it was a paying job. But he was quickly seized by the spirit, thrilled to hear his secret grievances articulated in public. His life took on purpose and direction, and all his natural sympathies were aroused. He discovered that he had a talent for leadership, like his heroes Malcolm X and Frederick Douglass, and he put it to use by arranging marches and rent strikes. He also opened a cleaning business, giving work to many of his neighbors in the community.

In 1966, after a trip to Africa encouraged his militancy, he returned to New York and began counseling drug abusers in state prisons. He was so effective that a wealthy benefactor gave him fifty thousand dollars to open a drug-treatment center of his own. He rented a building on 145th Street and called it Reality House. Many clients were waiting for him, because the word was out that he’d been through it all himself. He had mastered every trick in the doper’s repertoire, and he got scoundrels to cooperate by telling them the truth: heroin is a superior high until it kills you. And, he warned, there would be no immediate rewards for recovering—you bought back some health and self-respect, but they were likely to be grabbed from you the minute you left the center.

Although the message was honest, Leroy did not enjoy delivering it. In a short time, overburdened, he was disillusioned with the rehab game, asking himself hard questions. For instance, why bother to treat someone if you’re only going to discharge him into the same poverty and neglect that contributed to—maybe even caused—his addiction? Moreover, he was feeling restless, uncomfortable with his new status and success—he had recently married a black woman he’d met in Harlem, and had become a father—and eager for another challenge. So, like many other pilgrims of the period, he headed for California.

Leroy arrived in San Francisco in 1968, nearly broke, a year after the Summer of Love, when psychedelics were giving way to hard drugs. He had promised to join a friend in a black-oriented clothing company, New Breed, but instead, drawn to a scene he recognized and identified with, he sought out a vacant storefront in the Fillmore district and started Reality House West. The conditions there were awful—a leaky roof, one toilet, sacks of beans and rice for food—but he seemed to thrive on adversity: he was wholly in his element, willing to feud with Huey P. Newton and his Black Panthers over turf.

Devoted to his new center, he put in twelve- and fourteen-hour days and scrambled to make ends meet. Always short of cash to pay his staff, he encouraged volunteers, and one morning a prim young white woman in high heels and lipstick landed unexpectedly on his doorstep. It was Kathy, and she announced that she wanted to do some work with addicts, because a student strike had shut down San Francisco State College and she was supposed to earn credits off campus.

Looking down at her from a point about eighteen inches above the top of her head, Leroy gave her the full force of his skepticism, thinking she was yet another Lady Bountiful dispatched from the Kingdom of Good Intentions. He was wrong. Kathy’s family was not well-to-do, and her intentions, however plainly stated, were pure.

Her father, an engineer for the Southern Pacific railroad, had had a bad heart, and had died while Kathy and her younger sister were still girls, leaving them in the care of their mother—an old-fashioned, old-country woman, who was born in 1905. A strict adherent of the Greek Orthodox faith, she had far less interest in revolutionary politics than in Archbishop Makarios; and, being uneducated, she supported the family by running a cottage industry in the basement, preparing phyllo dough and selling it to the city’s better restaurants. After school and on weekends, Kathy would help her stretch the dough, pulling it out in long, taffylike strands.

Because of her rigorous upbringing, Kathy took to the harsh labor at Reality House. Without complaint, she mopped floors, scrubbed the bathroom, and walked the sickest junkies through their tremors. She’d always sympathized with the suffering of outcasts; in fact, she was haunted by an episode from her teens, when she had gone downtown to Union Square in a new suit she’d made for herself, believing she looked elegant enough to cross a class barrier and shop at I. Magnin. But as she approached its revolving door a crippled, horrendously disfigured man came at her out of a crowd, asking for help, and she fled from him. At night, in dreams, his pleading face still came back to her.

Kathy had been pursuing a degree in international relations, but after six months at Reality House this seemed silly. She traded her dresses for jeans and sweatshirts, and learned to swear, braid hair into cornrows, and raise a fist in salute. At home, her mother prayed for her, accusing her of betraying the family and giving up her education; and that pushed her closer to Leroy and his cause. He had two sons now, Malik and Esan (both Swahili names), yet his marriage had fallen apart, and he was relying on Kathy for support. She was strong, capable, and energetic, and she stood by him as Reality House entered a period of crisis that threatened it with collapse: the financial situation was grave; there was more heroin and cocaine around than ever; and Leroy’s arguments with the Black Panthers had got so heated that he was carrying a gun.

It took a few years to sort out the problems. By then, Leroy and Kathy had married, and were living in an ordinary town house in suburban South San Francisco. They had managed to keep Reality House together (they’re still running it, as a nonprofit corporation), and now, thanks to grant money from the city and the state, it was healthy enough to provide them with a joint income of about two thousand dollars a month. Leroy had made peace with Huey Newton and had begun studying for an equivalency degree in psychology at Antioch West college and writing his autobiography.

At the age of fifty-one, he was mellowing. Although he was rueful about the pain he’d caused others, he tried not to dwell on the past. He still liked to read, and knew a bit of Shakespeare and Homer, and more of the Bible and Dale Carnegie. What gave him greater pleasure than anything else was a new ability to demonstrate openly his affection for his new wife and his children—Malik and Esan and a boy and a girl he’d had by Kathy. The boy, an infant, was known as Camlo, after a Gypsy god; and for Camlo’s older sister Kathy had chosen the name Agape, the ancient Greek word for love.

* * *

A mid afternoon at the Chateau, and the dining room smells of pork roast in plum sauce. A pair of cockatiels carry on in their cage, while one of four miniature poodles the Loopers own makes a loud yipping noise. A resident named Duane and his friend Bud come in, back from a day center, their faces pink from walking in the sun. Bud used to be a sailor. Duane plays electric guitar, writes rock music, and once had a three-state hit (“My Bayou Baby”) on an independent label out of Atlanta. The song, which he performed on the record, has a Roy Orbison flavor—that spooky Southern feel of gators, swamps, and voodoo.

Ever since Duane was a boy in a backwoods Florida town, he has been hearing what he calls “suicidal voices” in his head. The voices put him in a hospital for the first time when he was twelve, and at their most strident they tell him he’s utterly worthless and urge him to do everybody a favor by killing himself. He tried this once, in 1983, shortly after he moved to San Francisco in the hope of furthering his career. Over the Christmas holidays, a friend left him alone in the apartment they were sharing, and he became delusional and overwhelmed and drank a can of plastic-wood solvent. Fortunately, he recovered with his throat and stomach intact, and after he got some counseling at a halfway house he took a room at the Chateau. He has never again done anything self-destructive.

Even though the voices are still with him (“They’re real faint now,” he says), Duane is often in good spirits. Today, joking around, he’s wearing a painter’s cap he found in a giveaway box in the neighborhood. He gets a big kick out of it, regarding it as a weird gloss on the whole notion of hats, but the truth is that he doesn’t have many decent clothes, nor do most of the other residents. Rodrigo, who’s meticulous, wanting to pin down permanently every thought, word, and emotion, felt compelled to explain this to me last week. He wore a wildly patterned but almost colorless sports coat, a remnant of somebody’s Caribbean vacation. “Touch this,” he said, extending an arm. The shiny material was as thin as tracing paper. “It’s hard to be in fashion when you have to shop at the Salvation Army,” Rodrigo said.

The irony of such wardrobes is that they sometimes make residents look crazier than they are. This can also be true of anti-psychotic drugs. Even as they control hallucinations and stabilize mood, they can cause impotence, dizziness, blurred vision, a cottony mouth, and drowsiness. They may make one constipated or give one diarrhea. Occasionally, they add a herky-jerky edge to a person’s gait, or cause his legs to bounce or jiggle. (Residents call this the Prolixin Stomp.) About twenty per cent of those who use such drugs for long periods develop tardive dyskinesia, a sometimes irreversible condition characterized by involuntary facial contortions and darting movements of the mouth, tongue, and jaw.

Yet the sad fact is that nobody at the house functions well without meds. The Loopers will let a resident go off drugs at any time, as long as Mel Blaustein approves, but such experiments have almost always ended badly, with a gradual return to psychosis as the chemicals dissipate from the bloodstream. (That can take as much as six months.)

The dining room is the social hub of the Chateau. If you sit at a table, you invite company, so I am not surprised when Rodrigo pulls up a chair. In a polite, earnest way, he asks if I think smoking is a sin—this has been his major preoccupation lately. Worried about both his soul and his health, he has decided to cut down on tobacco, and save some money as well, by smoking only butts; he collects them from ashtrays and deposits them, little treasures, in a blue plastic file-card box.

With his close-cropped graying hair, Rodrigo reminds me of a dashing movie bandit. (In turn, he says I resemble his seventh-grade chemistry teacher.) He comes from a big family and has some Cree Indian blood. Only one of his five siblings talks to him regularly; he catches up on the others at weddings and funerals. Devoutly religious, he dabs holy water on his brow when he’s “cranked up,” and keeps a tattered prayer book in his back pocket. As a teenager, he had a bizarre psychotic break during which he left home in a delirium and wandered into the countryside, dazed, frothing at the mouth, speaking in tongues. A farmer rescued him at last and phoned his parents, and he was taken by ambulance to Langley Porter Institute, at the University of California, where he had shock treatments. They cured him, he claims, with some help from The Mike Douglas Show, which he watched in amusement every afternoon.

When I first heard such stories, I didn’t know what to make of them. They reflect the organic weight of schizophrenia—how it drags one down and leaves one defenseless against the onrushing power of the world. Nothing stays in its compartment: the brain admits every perception, and beauty can flip-flop into ugliness in a matter of seconds. What a relief, then, for Rodrigo to come to himself in a clean hospital room, cared for in privacy and released from his demons. It’s easy to picture him between crisp white sheets, calm and peaceful, his temples shaved, laughing along with the guests on TV. The image is as vivid to me as one he actually describes—a cold, beaded can of Rainier ale that the farmer gave him to quench his thirst.

“I can still remember the taste,” he’ll say, dreamy-eyed, smacking his lips as people do when they drink from a stream high in the mountains.

Anatole goes by on his way to the basement with a load of laundry. His clothes are a record of his past. He has faded suits from his days as an insurance underwriter, jeans and flannel shirts from an outdoorsy phase, and a Moroccan robe, as intricate as a tapestry, that he used to wear to parades and events of civic magnitude. He told me once that his brain collapsed on May 12, 1964. When I pressed him for details, he said sarcastically, “What do you mean, ‘details’? It just exploded!” Still awed by the cataclysm, he keeps sifting through it for clues, straddling a gulf between what he was and what he has become, and his awareness of his degeneration, together with his battle to halt it, lends him a tragic, noble air.

Probably Anatole is the most convivial person at the Chateau, but in the beginning whenever we had a chat he had trouble concentrating. He’d bite his lip and work to modify his erratic patterns of thinking, trying to smooth out all the peaks and valleys. He seemed like a cowboy roping in strays. The task was neither simple nor bleak for him—merely a challenge—and now it goes more quickly each time. But other residents have spent so little of their lives in ordinary human relationships that they’ve lost the gift of language—a primary means of self-definition and protection. After a minute or two of conversing, they forget the subject, stumble over broken sentences, or just fall silent. Often they blame their medication, or suggest, with typical paranoid vigor, that they’ve been poisoned, doped, or sabotaged.

This afternoon is a payday, so everyone is a little tense, waiting for Leroy or Kathy to appear with a stack of envelopes containing their Supplemental Security Income, or S.S.I., checks. A share of the money, three hundred and forty dollars, comes from the federal government, and each state adds something on top. California is the most generous, and that attracts patients from all over the country. “I love it out here,” a resident from Alabama said to me once. “It’s warm, it hardly ever rains, and I’m a lot better off financially than I was in Tuscaloosa.”

As I cross the dining room to get a glass of water, Georgie intercepts me, his neck craned, swooping in from a great height. “You’re a Virgo, right?” he asks.

“That’s right, Georgie.”

“Who do you think killed President Kennedy?”

“Lee Harvey Oswald.”

“I hate violence,” Georgie says. In the kitchen, Susan Brier, the manager of the Chateau, is basting the pork roast. Emanations of plum come at me, along with whiffs of garlic and sage. (In most board-and-cares, the menu runs to hot dogs, peanut butter, and canned spaghetti.) Susan offers me a chocolate-chip cookie fresh from the oven. A former philosophy major, she dropped out of college in the late nineteen-fifties to be a beatnik, and her attitudes and ideas remain unconventional. She has worked at the house for seven years, putting in four ten-hour days every week. In addition to cooking dinner, she does some administrative chores, and she supervises everything in the Loopers’ absence.

Around four o’clock, Leroy makes an entrance with the envelopes. “Darnell!” he booms. “Ruth! Paul!” The checks, a monthly disability stipend, are for six hundred and thirty-two dollars, and almost everybody gets one. To qualify for S.S.I., you must be unable to hold a job, and you must have a doctor who’ll attest to the severity of your impairment. It is important, too, to have been hospitalized at least once; the average here is five times. S.S.I. may seem to be an uncomplicated subsidy, but it isn’t. Once your name goes on the roll, you’ve admitted your failure to live independently and acquired another badge that marks you as crazy.

It can be as difficult to get off S.S.I. as it is to get on. One month in a licensed California board-and-care costs a state-set fee of five hundred and fifty-eight dollars, so after Rodrigo pays the Loopers he’ll have seventy-four dollars to last him until his next check. He puts on his colorless coat and heads for the corner market, where he has to settle a thirteen-dollar tab for highly priced toiletries and cans of soda. Ruth tells me she’s going to treat herself to sushi, and Paul—a plump, brilliant New Yorker with the glowing eyes of a Talmudic scholar—says he’s going to a Chinese restaurant for a four-course meal.

I ask Anatole if he has any plans to celebrate, but he says he doubts it—he’s a bit tired. On other paydays, he has eaten lobster at Fisherman’s Wharf, had a half-dozen pizzas delivered to the Chateau, or gone on long taxi rides to no particular destination—an emperor, briefly, of all he surveys.

* * *

Every weekday morning after breakfast, the Loopers, who are seldom idle, drive their old station wagon to Eddy Street, in the Tenderloin, where they run a hundred-and fifty-nine-room residential hotel called the Cadillac. On a windy March day, I join them in their office—a cluttered room behind the front desk furnished with antiques Kathy has reclaimed from the hotel basement. The pieces are all in California Mission style and date from the turn of the century, when the Cadillac had a staff of thirty maids and catered to the elite. Its tenants now are people on welfare, alcoholics drying out, elderly pensioners, ex-cons, and a handful of ambulatory mental patients whose doctors have certified that they are not likely to commit suicide or arson. When I walk in, Kathy is doing some bookkeeping and Leroy is talking on the phone.

“Mmm-hmm,” he says, holding the receiver a few inches from his ear. “Well, we do thank you for the offer, but we just can’t use two hundred hamburgers for the banquet. We got this cooking school in North Beach, they’re going to fix us a nice, sit-down dinner …. I understand that. It’s very generous of you.” Raising his eyes toward the heavens, Leroy whispers to us, “Man wants me to serve his burgers at a banquet Mayor Dianne Feinstein’s coming to. You feed a politician franchise food, she’ll never do you any favors.”

The Cadillac is Leroy’s power base. He’s a boss in the district, and he has an assortment of titles—chairman of the Tenderloin Crime Abatement Committee, chairman of San Francisco Alive’s Tenderloin Cleanup Committee, and chairman of the Tenderloin Community Fund. I asked him once about the last title, and he laughed, and said, “The developers who build down here have to contribute to our community programs, and I get to hand that money out.” When Leroy looks out a hotel window, he doesn’t always register the details of Eddy Street. Instead, he sees the same archetypal inner-city strip he roamed as a boy. Same pitfalls, same temptations.

Leroy’s activities in the Tenderloin—all voluntary—are a logical extension of the kind of public-service work he began back in Harlem. A local philanthropist who knew about the work offered to sell the Cadillac to Reality House West on a no-money-down basis in 1977, as a private venture in urban renewal, and after Leroy discussed the offer with Kathy he closed the deal with a handshake and threw himself into a campaign to revive the place. He had it cleaned, painted, redecorated, and fumigated, killing off several generations of roaches. The hotel is now a handsome beige monument in a landscape of decay, and its rooms, which rent for about two hundred dollars a month, are safe and secure.

Buying the Cadillac gave the Loopers some economic leverage, and Kathy was glad about this, since she was bored with the suburbs and wanted to move to a more spacious house in town. So she began shopping around in San Francisco and soon discovered that everything on the market was either too small or too cute or too ugly. Then one night in 1977, by chance, she drove home through the Mission—a mostly Hispanic district then, where, in those days, property was still affordable—and saw a ramshackle Victorian mansion that appealed to her immensely. A superstitious person, she felt that it was destined to be hers, and in the morning she learned from a realtor that the place was indeed for sale.

The asking price was a lofty three hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars, but in ritzier areas that bought you only a gingerbread shoebox; and there was also a low-interest assumable loan available. At the same time, the mansion had problems, both structural and ethical. The foundation was shot, termites had eaten away many acres of wood, and the owner housed about a dozen boarders, all chronic mental patients, who would have to be evicted before anybody could take possession. This owner, an elderly woman, apparently had a romantic turn of mind. Imagining that her house bore a resemblance to the stately ones in Bordeaux, she had named it Chateau Laura.

In light of the problems, Kathy considered her options. A trip to the library taught her that since the nineteen-sixties, when anti-psychotic drugs were first widely prescribed, and patients—supposedly more tractable, and more capable of living independently—were released from hospitals into the community, board-and-care homes like the Chateau had become the principal long-term shelters for people with chronic mental illness. In California, as in New York, beds in public hospitals were so scarce that you had to be a 5150—the police code for someone who is dangerous to himself or others—just to get one. Although Kathy knew that schizophrenics could be difficult to handle, she began to wonder if perhaps she and Leroy should keep the boarders. (An owner of a home can earn a profit, but to do so honestly, without scrimping, is hard. Since 1977, forty-one homes in the city have closed, partly because of rising taxes and insurance rates.) After all, they had lots of experience with junkies, who were not exactly pussycats; and, besides, they could use the extra cash to meet their monthly mortgage payments.

The Loopers took over the mansion in 1978 and decided to rename it for one of their children. Chateau Camlo? Chateau Malik? No—Chateau Agape. “We had no idea what we were getting into!” Leroy cries as he paces around the office.

“No idea!” Kathy may be half his size, but she matches him in volume. “You know what? The Department of Public Works had condemned that house in 1952, and we had to correct all the violations. There were buckets on every floor to catch the rain, and we had to rewire and replumb. We sealed off part of the basement, because of the termites. What else? Oh, yeah. Community Care Licensing, over in Emeryville. They didn’t want to give us a board-and-care license. They made us install all these special features, like an intercom. You know how often we use it? Never. Plus they were concerned about Leroy’s background.”

“My ‘background,’” Leroy mutters, in disdain.

“And they were worried about our kids, what they should or shouldn’t be exposed to. ‘Hey, man!’ I told them.” Kathy jabs a thumb into her chest. “‘I’m their mother. I make those decisions!’ So they backed down on that issue. Then the older boys, they went on strike. They didn’t want to move. They were happy in the suburbs, living out there like little Yuppies.

“Finally, they gave in, but they hated the Chateau at first. It embarrassed them—it was so old. They called it the Mystery House.”

“You can’t blame ’em,” Leroy says. “Some of our neighbors thought the house was haunted. Paperboy, he was afraid to come around. It took us six months to get a paper delivered.”

“Anyhow, once we had our license we had to start coping with our boarders,” Kathy says. “And we were not ready for it. We didn’t know a thing about mental illness.”

Leroy shakes his head in amazement. “We had some strange people in there. This one fellow, he’d had about half of a transgender operation, and he didn’t have enough money for the other half. He had a big old beard, and he’d put on lipstick and eye shadow and sit around in a silk dress that was falling off him. A couple of other people, they drank all the time. We brought in a doctor, he looked ’em over and said, ‘Hell, they’re so sick they might as well be drunk.’

“Because that’s how it is in some board-and-cares, you understand? Only, we didn’t know it then. We were honestly shocked. We just felt so sorry for everybody—and the sorrier we felt, the worse they got. I mean, we had people decompensating all over the place! Every five minutes or so, we were phoning the police. Somebody was always riding off to the hospital in an ambulance. You know what that costs? A bed in psych emergency? About six hundred dollars a night and taxpayers get stuck with the tab.

“It’s criminal, really. Some schizophrenics, they hate to bother with their toenails and we had a podiatrist who’d come by, spend a minute clipping, and send these huge bills to Medi-Cal. Then, you’ve got your psychiatrists therapizing and formulating, and half the time they tell you something different from what you’ve seen with your own eyes. Things were getting out of control! We had to do something, so we quit feeling sorry for everybody and tried to be crystal clear about who we were and what our purpose was. And you know what? When we began to change, the house began to change.”

* * *

There’s a big party at the Chateau. The Loopers are hosting a soiree for Art Agnos, a Democratic assemblyman who has a good record on mental-health issues and is running for mayor, hoping to succeed Dianne Feinstein. Kathy has laid out a homemade buffet of dolmas and spanakopita, and scads of social workers, politicians, and mental-health professionals—perhaps two hundred of them—are piling food on paper plates and filling cups with fruity punch. Leroy is in his element, circling the crowd, clapping backs, and gathering in anybody who comes within fifteen feet of him—dipping, with his long arms, into a swarming sea.

“Hello, Reverend!” he shouts to a friend, a Baptist minister.

“Well, hello, Leroy!”

“Agnos for Mayor, hear?”

“All right, then.”

I watch Ruth walk by, leading some guests on a tour of the upstairs rooms. She has been doing this all evening, and she’s exhausted, dragging from the effort of fielding so many questions. Why do people talk so much? Other residents are pinning name tags on lapels, or pretending to be invisible and making one stab after another at the food. Off in a corner, Anatole sits by himself, looking glum. He has shaved for the occasion, though not very skillfully, and I can’t help feeling that he wishes he could be off in an apartment of his own somewhere. But when he last lived alone, in a seedy downtown dive, he pretended to be an F.B.I. man to fend off the sharks who prey on the mentally ill; and that was worse, he claims, than giving up his privacy.

On my way to the buffet, I stop and ask him what he thinks of the candidate.

“Oh, Agnos has some fine ideas!” he exclaims. And then he adds with no intent to be satiric, “Course, I’ve heard a lot of them before.”

I take some cheese and bread from the table, and then join Paul by the kitchen counter. He is unusually animated, and I remark on this. “It’s because I feel safe in crowds,” he confides, leaning closer and joking about his waistline. He has a soft, round, slope-shouldered body. The only child of Polish Jews, survivors of a concentration camp, he graduated near the top of his class at Bronx Science in New York—this was about twenty years ago—and was set to attend college, but he swallowed a bottleful of aspirin that summer and landed in Bellevue instead. Awkward in public and terrified in private, he didn’t think he was capable of transforming himself into the person everyone imagined he could be.

Once, Paul told me about a hiking trip he’d made to the Housatonic River when he was in his early twenties and, as he put it, “still struggling to create an identity.” He described the trees and the water, the mild air and the green earth, all in crystalline detail, and there emerged out of his description a portrait of the self he was craving—easygoing, at one with nature, free. But when he was home again he found everything the same, and fell victim to obsessions, including an irrepressible attachment to anything Irish. I asked if he ever heard voices, like Duane. No, he said, but painful electric currents would sometimes shoot through him, as if he were being poked with a cattle prod.

This past Sunday, at the weekly house meeting, Paul was a hero. While everybody was sitting in the dining room and listening to a litany of ordinary grievances (a broken door lock, a faucet in need of fixing), a distraught woman of middle age, Bea, rose to address us. She was as haughty as a Back Bay matron and could have been speaking from a rostrum in the sky. Swaying from side to side, almost dancing, she said, “I am sorry to have to mention this, but people here have been stealing from me since last November.”

Anthony Smith, the assistant house manager, remained calm. A quiet, intelligent black man, as large in most dimensions as Leroy, he is an artist in his free time, and works in many mediums. “What have you lost?” he asked.

“I don’t care to discuss specifics.”

“Have you reported the thefts to the Loopers?”

Bea sways. “That has nothing to do with it.”

A ripple went through the room, a wave of discomfort. Bea’s paranoia, however unjustified, reached out and touched the paranoia latent in everyone else. Residents were squirming in their chairs, but then Paul stood up to respond. His attitude was uncritical, even supportive. He referred to his own “drab, acquisitive personality” and admitted that he sometimes became so fond of his possessions that he panicked if he couldn’t find something right away. Then, with conciliatory humor, he reminded Bea that those at the Chateau were inclined to be—well, suspicious, and that this suspicion had to be guarded against.

He was so tactful that his words seemed to put the house back in order, restoring a subtle balance, along with clarity. Defused, Bea quit swaying, but she did not offer an apology. She has since left to live for free in a Catholic Charities shelter. I saw her on Mission Street just recently, barefoot, chattering to herself.

The women at the Chateau, nine of them, have a tougher time with schizophrenia than the men, primarily because their condition is more severe. In general, only the most difficult female patients wind up in board-and-cares; as a rule, a family will go a long way to protect and harbor a daughter, a sister, or a mother before admitting defeat. The women are less manageable, more prone to mood swings and wild displays of emotion. They may experience their isolation more acutely, for they seem to have a greater longing to connect with what’s outside them. Only one man at the house has ever lived with a woman, but a number of the women have been married, or still are, and a few have children. Often the younger women give off a sharp charge of sexual energy, but it dissipates fast, like an idea that can’t be held on to.

By eight o’clock, the party is concluding. The last guests depart, carrying off sandwiches and pastries, and through a debris of napkins and crushed crepe-paper streamers move two Looper kids, Camlo and Agape, helping their mother clean up.

Camlo, who is ten now, has a round, expressive face and—like his sister—skin the color of cafe au lait. If it bothers him to live at the Chateau, he doesn’t show it. He frequently searches out Anatole for a game of Scrabble, just as Malik and Esan used to do when they were his age. He is interested in space travel, and dreams of being an astronaut, while Agape, at fifteen, thinks she may want to be a doctor, maybe even a psychiatrist. She is a scholarship student at University High School, long-legged, enthusiastic, and a basketball star. To grow up in an ordinary house, she said to me once, would be merely ordinary.

* * *

Among the first changes the Loopers made in 1978 when they felt the Chateau slipping out of control was to draw a sharp line between their lives and the lives of their boarders. From the start, they have occupied a big, high-ceilinged room, like a grand Victorian parlor, at the back of the house, down a hallway from the kitchen, and at first people kept dropping in at odd hours to report, for instance, that there was arsenic in the city’s water supply. “From now on, we’re only here if it’s real,” Leroy told the residents, laying down the law to preserve his own sanity, and this came as a shock to everyone, because, as clients of the mental-health system, they were used to being treated like irresponsible adolescents. The suggestion that they were mature enough to respect the Loopers’ privacy and also to distinguish between fact and fiction granted them a humanity they were often denied.

Then, the Loopers posted a strict set of house rules. No alcohol or street drugs would be allowed on the premises, and there would be no more fistfights or shoving matches to resolve disputes. Anyone who wanted to smoke had to do it downstairs or out in the garden, because Kathy was tired of worrying about the Chateau burning to the ground. At eleven o’clock every night, Leroy locked the front door, and anyone who stayed out later than that without permission was welcome to sleep in the bushes. The Loopers also became more selective about accepting referrals, refusing to admit anybody who had a history of substance abuse. (On the streets, left to their own devices, mental patients often fall into the trap of medicating themselves with anything that’s handy.) The message in all this was clear: schizophrenia is an illness, not an excuse for bad behavior.

For whatever reason, the residents seemed to improve. They were not so listless, and began to take pride in how they looked. But it troubled Leroy and Kathy that they still passed their days in limbo, lounging around and staring into space. So they insisted, despite complaints, that everybody attend a day-treatment center during the week. These centers are sociable places, offering classes in such things as music and handicrafts, along with some counselling; and though they don’t really prepare a client to live independently, they do force people to interact, to speak and be conscious—an accomplishment if you’ve been doing nothing but smoking Camels and watching “Wheel of Fortune” for the last three years.

Leroy was impressed by how positively his boarders responded to an increase in structure. He had seen the same thing happen among inmates in prison. Men who were overwhelmed on the outside, surly and lost, longing for discipline, functioned perfectly well behind bars, in a community where the rules were simple and explicit. And he noticed, too, an odd psychological similarity between schizophrenics and the heroin addicts he’d been working with for so long: they both tended to get so involved in their game that the game wound up playing them.

It was like the course that alcoholism takes, Leroy thought. A person drinks for fun and then out of routine and finally from desperation, having no other way to cope with his loose time or his emotions. Say you’re a teen-ager, isolated, shy, gangly, probably confused about sex, and you hear voices in your head, and have feelings and perceptions that don’t fit with those of others all around you. Eventually, you go to a doctor, and he gives a name to your condition—and this is a great relief, because it presents you with a mask to hide behind. At first, you can put it on at will, using it to your advantage, but slowly you begin to blend with it, and in time you and the mask are one.

That’s what Leroy saw at the Chateau—schizophrenics who were addicted to “crazy” patterns of thought and action, and had to break their addiction before they could go on to the next phase of recovery. Yet at the same time he understood that schizophrenia was a debilitating organic disease, rooted in biology. Both he and Kathy were aware of the anguish in the house—how much labor it took some boarders just to tie their shoes and put on a shirt. Although the Chateau was a more orderly place, some residents still made trips to the hospital, and the Loopers were upset at being unable to detect the signs that preceded such episodes. Then, one day, their worst nightmare came true: with no warning, a man climbed onto a neighbor’s roof and jumped to his death.

Early in 1979, the Loopers were introduced to Mel Blaustein, and they invited him to be their consulting psychiatrist. Blaustein was in his mid-thirties, a trim, fast-moving transplant from New York, who still had a trace of Brooklyn accent and sometimes carried a copy of The Ring, boxing’s Bible, on his clipboard as he made his rounds. This was appropriate, for he had a triage approach to board-and-care medicine.

Only a few doctors in the Bay Area were willing to deal with such poor (and demanding) patients. Blaustein himself had got into the field by chance, in 1976, after being mustered out of the Army in Oakland. A physician friend told him he could earn seventeen dollars in Medi-Cal money by giving a shot of Prolixin to an old woman in a home, and he was glad to get the cash, since his private practice was new and undersubscribed. But he found, too, that he enjoyed the work, which had an appealing immediacy; and he felt a professional obligation to serve those in need.

On his first visit to the Chateau, Blaustein was awed by its extravagance, and by the scope of the Loopers’ efforts. From his research he knew that the average board-and-care operator was a single person over the age of fifty, often female and widowed, usually black or Filipino, who had some health-care training, took in about eight people, and did not rely on the income for a livelihood. (San Francisco is too expensive, liberal-minded, and bureaucratically complex to support an owner whose sole intent is larceny.) Having been to many such homes, he had come to expect the patients in them to be apathetic, and he marvelled at how healthy, vigorous, and engaging the Loopers’ residents were. It wasn’t that other owners were insensitive, he decided, but that they didn’t have the political sophistication of Leroy and Kathy, or their tenacity.

In Blaustein’s opinion, the Chateau was an evolving model of what a home could be, and he worked to make it stronger. Twice a week, he stopped by—once to see patients and once to talk with the Loopers and their staff. He had them buy a logbook and record any instances of bizarre behavior—“getting hot,” he called it. This taught them to recognize the warning signs they had been missing. A loss of appetite, a temper tantrum, a sudden desire for a blue Corvette—any one of these might be a tip that a person was coming unglued. With his wife, a nutritionist, Blaustein revamped the menu, limiting coffee (and heady jolts of caffeine) to breakfast; and always he carried a pager, so he could be reached in an emergency.

Over the next two years, 1980 and 1981, Blaustein collected data at the house. The Loopers took in forty-seven referrals in that period, about half of whom came to them directly from a hospital. There were thirty-six men and eleven women, and they were mostly in their early thirties. Some had been jailed for acts of violence; eighteen had a documented attempt at suicide in their files. Blaustein assumed that with such a volatile population an ambulance would have to be parked by the curb, but just twelve residents were hospitalized during the study period—for an average stay of seven days—and they were all highly dysfunctional schizophrenics, who would have done worse on their own. The savings to the city and the state had to be enormous.

As the atmosphere at the Chateau became less frantic, the Loopers had more time to fix up the building. They got a grant to strip off the exterior paint, which was a dull mustard color, and overlay the old wood with a new coat of white. Inside, they ripped away wallpaper, buffed floors, waxed bannisters, and hung an elegant glass chandelier in the foyer. Some evenings when they walked in from the Cadillac, they could actually feel a calm, as if every overheated brain in the house had arrived at a moment of peace. For Kathy, this meant more hours in the garden, planting seedlings and bulbs. Leroy did not have a real hobby (though he had started collecting German beer mugs), but every now and then, when things were going well, he’d give Dr. Blaustein a call, and together they’d sneak out in the evening to attend a boxing match.

* * *

The Loopers’ quarters, in late afternoon. Their room measures about forty by sixty feet—it’s the size of a large studio apartment—and it has a fireplace and big windows and a certain homey clutter, from the overflow of Kathy’s many projects. Nearly half the room is taken up with overstuffed chairs and couches, which are usually covered with sheets and arranged around a coffee table. A mahogany-frame bed dominates the other half, and on it Leroy is currently stretched out, barefoot, dozing, indulging in a ritual pre-dinner nap—company or no company.

Leroy’s years in prison altered the way he relates to space, scaled down all his needs. In a cell, he says, you look for beauty in a patch of light. It’s different for Kathy, though. If she were redesigning the Chateau, she’d put her family on the second floor, so they could all be together. As it is, her children are deployed around the house—the two older boys upstairs, Agape in a room off the kitchen, and Camlo in a big, converted ground floor closet. Also, Kathy is cramped in here, among all the antiques and collectibles that she absolutely must have for her emotional well-being; it offends her that some of them disappear behind others—the piles of Mario Lanza 78s behind the boxes of carnival glass, say, or the rolled-up rugs and tapestries behind the two anatomically correct statues of nymphs shouldering urns.

Right now, Kathy is searching for her yellow slicker and her red rubber boots. She wants to wear them to an invitation-only premiere of August Wilson’s “Fences” that the Loopers are attending tonight.

“They asked all the blacks in town, right, Leroy?” she says, digging through a pile of old curtains on the floor.

“Uh-uh,” Leroy replies, a forearm shielding his eyes. “Only the cosmopolitan ones.”

Another woman left the house this week. On the day she got her S.S.I. check, a man who had been a patient in the mental-health system picked her up on the street, made some extreme promises, and escorted her home and bragged that she was going to live with him. He was a pimpy-looking dude in tight rhinestone-studded pants, clearly after her money. To discourage any violence, Leroy decided to do some cooking, even though it was almost midnight. In the kitchen, he took a cleaver, glared at the pimp, and loudly chopped an onion—whack, whack, whack!

Meanwhile, Kathy darted up the back stairs and asked the woman if she was sure about her choice, suggesting that it might just possibly be a mistake.

“Oh, I’m sure!” the woman said, in a high, squeaky voice, her hands clasped at her bosom. “It’s going to be lovely! We’ll be so happy together!” Three days later, she was sick and broke, occupying a bed in San Francisco General Hospital.

“That’s how confusing this business is,” Leroy says when I mention the incident. “When to interfere, when not to interfere.”

“The hospital wanted us to take her back.” Kathy is rooting around in a freestanding cupboard by the old RCA Victrola. “But we wouldn’t.”

“Because she hasn’t learned anything yet. She won’t admit she’s got anything wrong with her.”

“The only person we ever took back was Anatole.”

“Well, Anatole, he’s different. He’s Anatole.” Leroy yawns. “We got all kinds of crisises around here. Did you talk to Ed about his troubles at the day center?”

Ed is a former carpenter in his twenties, and he has dark circles under his eyes and the long blond Buffalo Bill hair of a cowboy hippie. Until a year ago, he had his own construction firm in Marin County, but the stress of competing for work got to him, and he lost all his money, fell ill, and had to be hospitalized.
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