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			To the families of David Dolihite and Eddie Weidinger, 
and to the Survivors of The Eufaula Adolescent Center and MacLaren Hall.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			“Children, where are you? I know you’re here somewhere. I’ve lots of lovely goodies for you…. And all free today…. Come along my little dears, my little mice. Come to me. What will it be? Ice cream? Strawberry, chocolate, vanilla. It’s all inside. Come along, my little dears. Come on. Come inside. Not a penny to pay. Yes, come on. Get in. Go inside, my little dears!”

			—Roald Dahl, The Child Catcher

			 

			“In the use of power the best of men can rarely be trusted.”

			—Dr. Peter Bryce, founder of the Alabama Insane Hospital

			 

			“We were told Eufaula had a swimming pool, horses, basketball, a football field…everything a teenager would love.”

			—David Dolihite’s father

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			The following story is true. The events described are based on oral histories; interviews with children and adults; court testimony, expert evaluations, and depositions; briefs and other documents filed with the court; along with the court’s findings and rulings. Biographies, newspaper accounts, and independent research have also been relied upon. Out of respect for the privacy of individuals, some names and identifying details have been changed. See the source notes in the back for additional information.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			I wrote Hope’s Boy sixteen years ago. In that memoir, I shared my life with my mom, Hope. I wrote about our lives together while she developed paranoid schizophrenia and apart while I grew up in foster care. I was six when Los Angeles County took me from her and decided to place me in MacLaren Hall. Located on the county’s arid outskirts, MacLaren had been an abandoned polio hospital before it was turned into a holding facility for foster children. The facility’s maze of wards, corridors, and basements could house more than three hundred children, from day-old infants to eighteen-year-olds. The population quickly swelled into a confused mix of foster children and older adolescents transferred from packed juvenile detention halls and camps. The result was a chaotic and violent compound. Despite repeated calls from grand juries, investigative reporting, and the public to shut the facility down—even outright demolish it—Los Angeles County defended MacLaren and kept it running. I was there for one year, and what happened has never left me.

			After graduating from Harvard Law School, my career advocating for children’s rights began at another state facility, one that was part of the sweeping, decades-long civil rights lawsuit Wyatt v. Stickney. The federal class action covered the thousands of individuals who had been sent to Alabama’s psychiatric institutions, regardless of age, gender, mental illness, or even the lack of one. At the time, I was new to practicing law—the most time I had spent in a courtroom was as a boy growing up in foster care. My role was to represent the children at Alabama’s largest facility for children, located in the rural southeast corner of the state.

			The Eufaula Adolescent Center held 120 children, and Alabama began operating it around the same time I was leaving MacLaren Hall. Many children there were in foster care or about to enter it, and nearly all came from homes with hardened backgrounds like mine. Eufaula had a long and well-known history of violence, including abuse by staff and other children. It also had a history of covering up that violence. Like MacLaren, Eufaula was the place Alabama refused to surrender. What became a lifetime of defending children’s rights began by returning to what I remembered from my first day without my mom—my first year in the system spent at MacLaren.

			Facilities like MacLaren and Eufaula continue to operate across the country. Many are owned by for-profit corporations that advertise themselves as private residential treatment programs for “troubled teens” but remain largely exempt from regulation and oversight. State and local authorities run others for children in foster care, juvenile justice, and mental health systems. Certainly not all of them, but too many remain the subjects of investigations based on reports of harm done to children. I have sat with children confined to them and listened to their stories. They tell me about their parents and friends, neighborhoods and schools—about a time when their lives were different. They talk about finding their way back to the things they remember. Their forgiveness is extraordinary. They are the bravest children I have ever known.

			I have written this book for the thousands of children in those places. This is the story of what brought me to an isolated institution in rural Alabama and my fight for the children of Eufaula. Before I went to Eufaula, I did everything I could to forget being a boy who had been put in another institution. I pushed and pulled until I had the education and honors that I needed. I did what I could to erase my past and replace it with an ordinary life. Part of me never wanted to go to Eufaula, but I went anyway.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			One night in early March 1992, the older boys were crowded in the TV room when a shoving match erupted in the ward. Nothing that couldn’t be handled right there, except for David. He was already in the seclusion room when the charge nurse called for more than the usual two men. It was shortly after nine o’clock, and Eufaula’s grounds were as dark and quiet as the thickets of piney woods outside its barbed-wire fences. The institution’s central administrative building had been closed for hours. The senior employees who wore suits and crisp dresses had left for the evening. Yet within minutes of the nurse’s call, the darkened lawns were covered with a knot of orderlies, security guards, and groundskeepers.

			A wiry fifteen-year-old with the body of a child, David was considered a “problem” from the get-go. A lonely boy, now with flashes of a temper, he ached for fishing trips and his father’s pickup, his mother’s complaints that he slept in too late on Saturdays, the walk he took alone to school. He missed the things that hadn’t mattered before.

			Jeff McCowell told the assembled group of men where they were headed. The facility’s night director, McCowell didn’t have to say much. Everyone there had done it before. A few of the men bickered, complaining it was close to the end of their shift or the start of a break, but work at the children’s mental institution was good, the wage enough to support a family in one of Alabama’s poorest counties. Those jobs weren’t easy to get, and when a man found one, he kept it. That’s why McCowell didn’t need to press. He waited for the men to finish their grousing, then led them down the slick, glassy lawns.

			Pacing ahead through the dark, McCowell tugged open the rusted metal door to the boys’ ward and headed up to the third floor. Teenagers gawked from their bedroom doors, stripped to their T-shirts and underwear for bed. McCowell cut to the front and peered through the observation slat of the seclusion room. Drunk with a fresh shot of Thorazine, David lay against the cinder-block wall. His bare flat chest slumped to his belly. His socked feet spread from the new pair of jeans his mother had packed the night he left. The charge nurse inched away when McCowell stepped to her station and held out his palm for the key. Returning to the strip of scratched glass, he stabbed the key into the lock and shouldered open the seclusion door.

			David did nothing.

			McCowell stepped closer and bent to the boy’s face.

			Still nothing.

			In the cold hum of the air-conditioning, three orderlies entered. They stared at the boy breathing slowly at their feet.

			Perhaps it was the warm air rushing in from the open door, the scent of men cutting through the room’s cleaning fluid, or a whisper that warned David something was happening. He raised his head, sharpened his gaze into the vacant haze, and in a moment of clarity, shoved his palms against the floor and pushed against the wall in an attempt to stand, to gain a footing.

			He only slid lower.

			The orderlies stepped closer.

			“Get a move on,” a security guard snapped from the door.

			With a yank, David’s head cracked against the floor. The attendants in their white uniforms propped him upright. Half standing like a teenager after his first long night in a bar, David fell into the sober ones, who pushed him the few feet toward the door.

			Laughter roared down the hall. Rows of adolescents hollered at the boy they’d known for only a few weeks.

			“Come on, David, throw a punch! Kick the fat ass!” an older voice screamed.

			A smaller boy shouted, “Bite ’em in the arm!”

			Another boy stripped to his underwear danced into the path, mimicking David’s neck lopping from side to side. “I spit at that one, there, in his fuckin’ face!” he gloated.

			The clearing narrowed. Stumbling in the hallway, the orderlies and a security guard yanked the limp body upward. The shouts grew. McCowell slammed the bar on the stairwell’s door. The exit drifted shut behind them and the uproar quieted. David was alone with the staff.

			The wrap of men navigated the narrow stairs and lowered the teenager cautiously, aware that a tumble would bring them all down. At the last of the three flights, the rush down the steps must have been tempting, an end to the claustrophobia and to the freedom of the open night. The tangle loosened around the boy. Guards peeled away, hunched and sweating, grateful for the evening cool and the stars that burned the black heaven above.

			On the concrete landing, David stood separate from all he knew, all he trusted. A mere month had taught him that no one was there to help. He could take the chance to bolt. He’d run for the fences and hide in the woods. He’d think which way to his parents’ house, 225 miles southwest in Foley. But by the time David took his best guess, the dogs from the Ventress men’s prison in Clayton would’ve been set loose. Bred to chase and snare, the pack would circle, leap, then snap at his neck until it tore him to the ground. A trooper or guard would drag him by the head and shove him into an Alabama state car. Running would only give him a few hours. He’d be back.

			McCowell nodded to the others. The men recircled, dragging David across the gravel road that divided the institution until they reached a warehouse against the barbed-wire perimeter fencing. McCowell broke off, jerked open a door that read Vocational Rehabilitation. Under the glare of industrial lights, worktables and stools were scattered where children at the facility ripped apart strings of rubber fishing lures, stuffing them in plastic baggies for the tourists and tackle shops in town. Past the workspace was an office door that was always shut. McCowell pulled a key from his belt. At the sight of the darkened, unfamiliar room, David flailed against the men around him. The Thorazine was clearing his system. “Mom? Dad? Where are you?” he howled at the corrugated roof.

			The men were football player big, and there were a lot of them. This worked against them as they crushed against each other in the shadows. A slick arm elbowed a gut. A foot scraped a shin. Scrambling to hold the boy in their core, the man closest yelled at McCowell, “The fucking door! Get the fuckin’ thing open!”

			McCowell moved to the nearest of three black metal doors. Fumbling to free the wooden crossbar from its brackets, he threw it to the ground and glanced over his shoulder in the dim light. A trail of abandoned Christmas lights spidered out of a box. Why can’t that goddamned kid shut up? With everything he had, McCowell pressed the pit of his palm against the latch pin until the metal door gave way. Inside, the cell was smeared with red mud as high as a child could reach. A mesh of steel was bolted overhead. Over that, a single bulb burned. The stench of urine and feces wafted from the corners.

			A guard lifted David from the muddy floor, while others pushed from behind. The boy hit the ground in a lurching heave as the men rushed for the exit. They knew he’d throw himself at the door with all he had, and they couldn’t let him escape. McCowell snapped the lock shut, slid the latch pin back, and wedged the crossbar into place. No one acknowledged the screams.
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			David Dolihite had been admitted to the Eufaula Adolescent Center only a few weeks earlier on January 13, 1992. He came from Foley in Baldwin County, not far from Mobile Bay. David was the second oldest of five children, the only boy among four girls. His family lived in a neighborhood of single-story brick homes, double-wide trailers, and gravelly front yards. Chain-link fences separated families. His dad, like other dads, owned a truck. Satellite TV dishes spread like morning glories in Foley. Conversations with neighbors were friendly but short. People kept to themselves and to their own. David’s middle-aged parents worked hard for everything they had. His father was the custodian at the local high school. His mother managed the deli counter at the Winn-Dixie.

			David never won a science award or came home with a glowing report card. He wasn’t much for sports. Family, not friends, came to his birthday parties. He liked heroes and rebels and imagined himself as one. He spoke up for the weaker kids, sometimes defending them with his fists. With teachers, he went from quiet to rude. He got a reputation. The smallest mistake—a forgotten piece of homework, a moment of talking in class—was labeled unacceptable, insolent, or rude. He was tagged as a kid who didn’t matter; certainly, not one to be forgiven. Suspended for cursing at a teacher and confined to home by the school’s order, he snuck out for the afternoon. It was a mistake that would haunt the Dolihites. That was when the principal grabbed his chance to force David and his parents into juvenile court. The Baldwin County judge said that a stint at the state institution would do David good.

			Eufaula was Alabama’s largest mental institution for children, with psychiatric treatment designed for kids who had a problem with rules. Mom and Dad resisted for nearly a year, until a state official from Eufaula called the house. She promised a mental health summer camp with horses, bikes, and a pool—everything a teenager would love. The best and highest treatment was available, she claimed. “As you’re aware, the judge has decided that this is in your son’s best interest.” When David’s parents wouldn’t buy it, the woman turned on them. The boy was going with or without their approval. Their son’s ride to Eufaula had already been arranged. The only question was whether they gave their consent and allowed his admission to be labeled “voluntary.” They would learn that voluntary didn’t count for much—a fact they would learn about Eufaula too late.

			The Dolihites loved their son. They found therapists, and together they drove David down to Mobile, where he sat in sessions with and without them. Then the insurance money ran out. They attended meetings with high school teachers and principals, patiently listening to the need for stricter discipline and how they, as parents, could be better. They went to church and asked for the minister’s advice. The well-intentioned pastor advised prayer groups and better Sunday attendance. With no choice and nothing else to do, Mom and Dad said, Yes, okay. They loved David desperately. They surrendered him to Eufaula.

			The family never saw the institution. As much as they hadn’t liked the woman who called, she worked with the state mental health department, so she must’ve known what she was doing. As David’s father put it to his wife, “She was an expert.” Neither he nor his wife imagined that the woman was a barefaced liar.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Looking over my résumé in his small office, in an oversize pair of cargo shorts, the nonprofit’s legal director flipped to the second page. I was dressed in an Armani suit and polished loafers with a brass-lock briefcase beside me.

			“We asked for a senior litigator from public interest, not a junior corporate associate in a private firm.” The man, Jerry Taubman, dropped my résumé on his desk.

			“Yes, the woman from Harvard’s career office let me know that.”

			“Trial briefs?”

			“No.”

			“Depositions?”

			“None.”

			“Have you drafted a discovery request, an interrogatory, or a document production?” I rubbed the back of my neck, worried I was already missing work at the firm. “No, except for clerking during the summer before I graduated.”

			Taubman and I both knew that was hardly legal experience.

			The firm had given me assignments over those eight weeks, between sending me to Dodgers games and taking me to dinners at LA’s high-toned restaurants. I swam at the LA Country Club, where Howard Hughes had clipped the golf course’s trees trying out a plane he had promised the army. And I was paid a lawyer’s full salary. All of that came with the summer. Firms did it to recruit new lawyers like me.

			Taubman had graduated from Harvard Law School twelve years before I had. That’s where our commonality ended. He hadn’t gone to a private firm. Instead, he had clerked for Alabama federal judge Frank Johnson, the man known for single-handedly enforcing desegregation across the state. Taubman went on to be a staff attorney at the Southern Poverty Law Center. He was now the legal director of the Bazelon Center, which specialized in defending the constitutional rights of individuals confined to psychiatric hospitals.

			“Have you even been inside a courtroom?” Taubman was sounding more and more incredulous.

			“Yes.”

			“Well, would you like to share?”

			I watched as he dropped his yellow pad and stopped taking notes. He had plenty of work to do once he was finished with me, and I was shaping up to be a complete waste of his time.

			With my head straight and voice steady, I answered as if I were reciting a case in law school. Only this time, the case was my own. “The dispute involved the county of Los Angeles versus my twenty-four-year-old mother. The stated claim was that a paranoid schizophrenic had neglected her six, well, almost seven-year-old son. Applying California Welfare and Institutions Code Section 300, the court found in favor of the county, removing her custody over the boy and granting the county the right to separate them. The proceeding took about five minutes; the separation lasted eleven and a half years.”

			That wasn’t everything. I left out the psychiatric institutions where my mom, Hope, was a patient: Camarillo State Mental Hospital, Metropolitan State Hospital, and her last, Arizona State Hospital. At least, those were the ones I knew of. I didn’t mention MacLaren Hall, the institution where I was sent for a year after being taken from her. Operated by the county of Los Angeles, the walled and caged compound could pack in three hundred boys and girls from newborns to eighteen-year-olds. Thousands followed me after I left. The violence inside was sudden and random. Grand juries, newspaper accounts, and reports from children arrived at the same conclusion: shut it down. Los Angeles refused to listen. Children were still being sent there.

			Taubman’s skepticism about my suitability for the position was understandable.

			When I’d called the law school’s career office three weeks earlier, the woman on the phone had been slightly more encouraging. I was at my desk early as usual. “Are you unhappy where you are?” she’d asked. I answered that I was okay. “Has the firm done something we should know about?” she pressed. Then before I could reply, she added that leaving a job so soon wouldn’t look good on a résumé. I closed my door and reassured her, “I’m just wondering about other openings.” She asked what area, and I said children, maybe foster care.

			There was a public-interest firm in Washington, DC, she said, acting as lead counsel in a federal class action. The lawsuit, Wyatt v. Stickney, covered every Alabama psychiatric institution. Children were kept at a remote facility called Eufaula. Some were in foster care or likely to enter it. The position was for two years.

			“The job pays in the low twenties,” the woman said. “That can’t be a fifth of what you’re making. I guess you could defer your student loans.” She seemed at a loss. “But you’d still have to move. Are you really interested?”

			“Yes, I’d like to apply,” I answered. “What else do you know?”

			She replied that the state of Alabama allegedly had kept children in cages or some kind of cells. “Children have been hurt inside the institution,” she said.

			That phone call with the woman had been one thing; sitting across from Taubman now was another. I brought up the cells. The room went quiet. Taubman looked straight at me.

			Apparently, what I said was enough to keep him from ending the interview entirely. He leaned back and added a few more facts. There was the children’s facility at Eufaula, but there was also Alabama’s constellation of seven adult psychiatric hospitals, a surprising number for a state of that size. Added to that were five developmental centers—formerly known as residential “schools and hospitals”—for people of any age, and of course, the publicly run nursing facilities scattered across the state.

			“There was a mention of children being hurt?” I asked.

			The question caught Taubman off guard. He took a minute.

			Alabama had acquired an abandoned military base on the outskirts of the City of Eufaula to stop housing children directly with adults in psychiatric units. Every child there was from age twelve to eighteen. The facility handled children with behavioral problems but who weren’t psychotic or otherwise mentally ill. They were the kids who talked back, skipped school, snuck out at night, or broke family rules. Nearly all of them came from working families across the state.

			One boy had committed suicide earlier that year. Another had tried to hang himself and suffered permanent brain damage. No one knew what happened to the family of the child who died. The one who survived had been sent back to his parents. That boy’s name was David Dolihite.

			Folding my résumé in half, Taubman politely smiled. “You’re one of the first to be interviewed. I’ll get back to you,” he said. I picked up my briefcase, thanked him for his time, and left.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Mom never saw the inside of a university lecture hall. She had found her school in the back of the newspaper classified ads. About a half mile from where we lived in North Hollywood, the Page Beauty School promised a “lifetime career” with low tuition on “EZ terms.” Dog-eared copies of Vogue, Glamour, and Cosmopolitan were Hope’s textbooks.

			Hope was the mother the other moms stared at. She was too young and pretty and wore a tight orange miniskirt with thigh-high boots. A great look for a cocktail bar, but not for collecting her son from first grade. Each morning, she dressed me for school, tucking my shirt in around my hips. “You mind your teachers. You be a good boy. You stand up for yourself.” On weekends, she and I would watch as hippies in alleys made candles out of buckets of sand. Red, yellow, orange, the smell of wax simmering in coffee cans. Barefoot and dirty, sitting cross-legged, they ignored us until Hope handed one a quarter. I carried that candle home.

			There was always something a little wrong. The way she had to make a brave boy out of me, sending me back outside to face down a neighborhood bully who wouldn’t leave me alone. It was my problem, she said. If a score needed to be settled, her boy was going to be the one to do it. Mothers get their children ready for the world, for the world that they know. Hope’s world had too much risk and not enough luck. And then she just broke.

			[image: ]

			Hope told me that I was being hunted. A pack of men was out roaming the streets, and I was the one they wanted to catch. She’d flatten her palms against the windows arguing with men that didn’t exist, yelling she’d kill them if they touched the front door.

			She took me to a Saturday matinee not long before I was taken from her. I had stopped trusting that she’d be back if she left me. I kept thinking she’d get lost or forget me.

			“You’ll like it, I promise. Just be quiet,” she said. I was six and acting like a baby.

			“I want to stay with you, Mom,” I said.

			She bought a ticket. Just one. She gave the attendant her money, a handful of change wrapped in a dollar bill, then yanked me by the arm from behind her skirt.

			“He likes Coke and Good & Plenty’s,” she snapped at the teenager. “What’s your name? This is Andy.” I kept squirming from her grip.

			“I’m Gary.” He couldn’t have been more than sixteen.

			Hope’s hands dug into my shoulders. Then, turning to the boy, she said, “Just take him.” Before he could say anything, she left.

			At the concession stand, Gary asked for a Coke, then the candy. He added a popcorn on his own, just a kid in his pressed white shirt and narrow black tie. Arcade lights ran across the ceiling.

			“You wanna hold my hand?” he offered awkwardly. I didn’t. He carried everything into the theater and stopped at the edge of a dark row. I climbed up into the seat.

			“It’s starting soon, don’t worry,” he whispered.

			He tucked the popcorn and candy beside my leg and crouched down to get the Coke. His shirt sleeves were pitted with sweat. His feet were massive in those shiny shoes, ones that he could have only worn for work. I remember the smell of rancid butter and cigarettes.

			“Can you hold on to that?” he asked. The cold wax cup slid into my hands. “All set,” he said with a nod. Then I sat, my feet dangling in the dark, waiting for the gray screen to light up.

			I liked the movie from the start. Two dirty kids my age were skipping school. A rich lady with a frilly hat picked them up on the side of the road, and when she drove them home and confronted their father, he told her to mind her own business. Mom was like that, yelling at people to leave us alone.

			Then just as it was getting going, it ended. The screen went blank, and the lights went on. My row was empty, and there was no one to tell me what to do. Didn’t make much sense, but that’s how it was. I bundled up my popcorn and walked outside.

			“Mom, where are you?” I whispered.

			I sat on the curb and looked down the empty block. I did my best. Then everything just busted open. I began pacing in front of the booth, crying that she had left me. I was a problem. “Aggravating” was the word she’d used. I didn’t know what it meant, but I knew that I wasn’t good enough, that I made her want to go. This was all on me. This was my fault. I wrapped my arms around my belly. Then Gary rushed out and explained that the movie wasn’t over. It hadn’t ended, it was just intermission. “It’s not finished,” he said. “Hurry up, you’ll miss the end.” He pulled me back inside and handed me another full Coke from the counter.

			“You haven’t missed that much,” he whispered.

			“Where’s my mom?” I asked.

			Someone shushed us from behind.

			“I’m sure she’ll be here when the movie ends,” he promised with his hand on my shoulder.

			I unrolled my bag of popcorn and grabbed a fistful.

			This thin, smiling man was on the screen now, tiptoeing across an old village square with a long nose and black gloves, bells jingling.

			“Children, where are you? I know you’re here somewhere,” he said with a curled smile.

			Free lollipops and pies were waiting. Anything they wanted was theirs inside his clown-decorated carriage. The boy and girl listened from the basement window. He gave up and was dancing out of view. They were still tempted.

			Don’t go, don’t follow him, I kept thinking. They’ll take you like Mom said.

			They couldn’t help themselves. They ran out, waving for him to stop. The carriage halted and the man sighed, relieved that he hadn’t lost his touch. He swung round at them with sickly yellow eyes.

			“Come to me, come to me,” he repeated, lowering the wooden ramp. Everything delicious was just inches away inside the gold-curtained door.

			“He’s lying. Can’t you see that?” I whispered. “They do that.”

			They crept up the ramp, and the child catcher shoved them inside. The carriage’s gold-and-purple trimmings fell to the road, revealing a cage. The children grabbed at the prison bars. He swung up to the front and whipped at his horse. The boy and girl disappeared with him down the street.

			When the movie ended, I walked outside. As my eyes adjusted to the glare of the sidewalk, fear turned to relief when I picked out Mom waiting there impatiently. As we walked home, I yammered on about the movie, the magical car, the happy ending. I never said anything about getting confused, about leaving early and crying on the curb. Nothing about children being abducted, held endlessly in an underground prison.

			Mom had to have asked me a question or two, just to show that she was listening. By then, she had warned me about strangers taking me from her. She had been in foster care and spent time in a girls’ home. “You need to be ready,” she warned with hollow eyes, “because someone may come to take you.” I didn’t know she had grown up dirt poor. She and her younger brother had gone in and out of children’s homes across Colorado. I wouldn’t have understood what she meant if she had told me.

			But she was changing. Before, the strangers she talked about were policemen or someone from the county, but now she was warning me about men on the hunt for a boy like me. They were like that one man in his carriage searching neighborhoods, snatching up children from wherever their parents hid them. It made the two of us so close and alone. “Someday, they’ll take you away and drown you in a barrel.” For her and then for me, the child catcher was real. She didn’t know she was a young woman beginning her psychotic breaks. I didn’t know I was a boy watching his mother lose her mind.
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			Then our child catcher came. And she tore Mom and me apart.

			Of all my social workers, there had to be a first one. She was a “detention worker,” and her job was the rawest in the system. She couldn’t have gone into the field wanting to do that kind of work. No one did. She didn’t handle cases or visit kids in their homes. There was no sitting down with a mother and her child, listening to what had broken and how their existence had spun so utterly out of control. There were no more questions. The time for listening was over. The decision had been made. Her only task was to go out and take children from their parents. If she did it right, she’d do it quickly.

			It was the week before my seventh birthday when that first social worker shoved me into her car outside a seedy North Hollywood motel. I’ve long since forgotten her name. I doubt she remembered mine. It wasn’t her responsibility to know much about us, a few details from a case file summary that she’d been handed—a boy wasn’t attending school, his mother had run-ins with the police, a neighbor reported that something didn’t seem right.

			Hope fought for me on the sidewalk, wrapping her body around my bony frame. With the help of a sheriff’s deputy, the woman yanked me from Mom’s arms. Then she hustled me into the front seat of her car. We left Hope where she was, screaming in the morning sun. As we were fleeing the scene, the woman kept telling me not to cry. We were headed to a nice place, she promised, somewhere there’d be other children just like me.

			That nice place was an abandoned polio hospital that LA County had turned into MacLaren Hall. We approached the perimeter, with its fourteen-foot chain-link fence and spooled barbed wire with floodlights that came on after dark. The woman yelled into a call box that she had a drop-off. The gate opened slowly. Inside the derelict admission hall, she bickered with the clerk over my missing file. I clung to that woman, begging her not to go.

			What was now MacLaren Hall was once the Sister Kenny Polio Hospital, which opened in 1950. With the discovery of a polio vaccine, the hospital was shuttered in less than a decade. The county’s probation department bought the dormant facility in 1959. It wasn’t the best spot for a children’s shelter, but as a bureaucrat told the local papers, there was “no other place where the county could get this much bed space at so cheap a price.”

			With too many children and too few foster families, the question of where to put a taken child had been a problem for years. MacLaren seemed like the answer. The whole point was to stop sending foster children to the overrun wards of juvenile hall, where children were victimizing children and those who had already been abused or neglected weren’t much of a match for guards. The county never followed through on its plan.

			That ten-acre tract on LA’s dusty outskirts became a charnel house of childhoods.

			Taken from their parents, children were thrown together inside MacLaren’s “maximum security” and wired windows. Every foster child was called an inmate. “The beds may all be full,” a reporter commented, “but there’s always room for one more—and maybe another and another.” He had that right. The processing of children was cattle-like. Dropped off, a child was interviewed in his street clothes, stripped and weighed, given a “thorough bath,” and issued MacLaren-stenciled shirts and pants before being escorted to a sleeping ward. When it was finally over, the child had been handed off to six different strangers. From the start, the county barred the children from attending the local schools, and whatever education they got was provided on-site, away from the general public. There weren’t enough teachers, and those who did work there were paid less than their colleagues elsewhere. Equipment was poor, and lessons were taught in overcrowded, loud classrooms. Children’s schooling was not a priority.

			Four years after MacLaren opened, grand jury investigators drove out to get a good look. When they returned, they recommended razing the place to the ground. They reported that conditions inside MacLaren were actually worse than facilities for juvenile offenders. Elected officials answered that budgets were tight. Voters wrote to newspapers that money was already being wasted. The year after I left, taxpayers rejected the third ballot measure to pay for improvements. If a child was lucky, the stay would be around a month. A child labeled “non-placeable” could linger there for years, left in squalor.

			According to my MacLaren Hall school records, I was there for one year nearly to the day. The timing struck me as odd. I had stopped talking. I had withdrawn into nothing inside MacLaren’s chaotic wards. I did as I was told. But a seven-year-old who had gone mute was less of a chore among MacLaren’s child inmates. I was a problem that could wait.

			The months ground on, through the summer and the first half of second grade. With the end of the holidays, my file popped up for its annual review. Layered thick with orderlies, industrial upkeep, guards, and administrators, MacLaren didn’t run cheap. My year was up, and with an eye toward keeping costs in check, a county placement committee did its work and moved me into a more affordable foster home. The timing was bureaucratic homework.

			But my first day has remained one of my sharpest memories. Hours after the detention worker left me, the orderlies had already stripped me twice. First out of my street clothes, then again for my physical examination. I had only been naked in front of Mom. I was too frightened to be stripped again for the gang showers. One of the staff dragged me through the corridors and into what had been a hospital basement. He unlocked a dark room and left me there. That was my first taste of going missing with no one coming to get me. I still dread elevators, locked cars, and rooms without lights.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			David Dolihite had already been at Eufaula for a month when conditions there came to the attention of Alabama’s top mental health official. Royce King was a successful businessman with no experience in medicine or mental health when the governor put him in charge of Alabama’s sprawling network of mental institutions, including the Eufaula Adolescent Center. Even in horse-trading politics, King’s appointment as the state’s commissioner of mental health raised eyebrows. His position was a plum, putting him in the governor’s cabinet and at the heart of power. But the Department of Mental Health was known for being rife with cronyism, and King’s manifest unsuitability for the job was ignored.

			Kathy Sawyer was the department’s lead investigator for every case involving harm done to patients in the system. After King’s appointment, he became Sawyer’s new boss, but fortunately, Sawyer was no crony. She warned King about what was going on at Eufaula via an internal memo. No doubt aware of King’s complete lack of clinical training, Sawyer went straight to the point:

			I am writing to bring to your attention again our concerns about the Eufaula Adolescent Center. As you know, we have reported over the years several concerns regarding clinical practices and other treatments of this population as follows:

			–inappropriate use of time-out and seclusion;

			–use of fire extinguishers and fire hoses instead of mace;

			–adolescents sodomizing each other while in time-out unknowing to staff;

			–adolescents sodomizing each other during bathing, bedtimes, etc., again unknowingly to staff.

			I am asking you to intervene immediately and take necessary steps…. I cannot impress upon you the disservice to those placed in this facility for mental health care and treatment, not to mention the vulnerable and liable situation the Department faces with these non-therapeutic practices.

			When later questioned under oath, King stated that he wasn’t familiar with Eufaula’s admission criteria for children. Notwithstanding the clear implications in the memo from Sawyer, he claimed he wasn’t aware that staff was forbidden from locking a child in a seclusion room for punishment, so he did nothing to stop it. When reports like Sawyer’s documenting abusive conditions at Eufaula came across his desk, he admitted that he did “scan those.” Then he feebly protested that he was ill-equipped to understand the reports and simply relied on the hope that others would handle any problems.

			So Royce King went about his job in a vacuum of ignorance, managing the department budget and believing that his oversight ensured the money was being spent wisely. But as one federal judge concluded, he seemed to have no idea if what was spent improved services at Eufaula or was woefully off the mark. Despite being the top mental health policymaker in the state, King deflected any responsibility for the harm done to David Dolihite by claiming, without irony, that he was unqualified for his job in the first place.

			King left his position as Alabama’s commissioner of mental health in 1993 but incredibly was later given another post with the department. As reported in the press, the then newly elected governor told his chief of staff to find something for King, and soon thereafter, one of the state’s facilities for people with developmental disabilities hired him. King told reporters that he didn’t feel that his friendship with the governor had anything to do with getting the job. The annual salary was $26,000, somewhat on the low side given King’s success in business. That left the question of what it was all about. The chief of staff cleared it up after resigning from his post. King was given the job because he needed the health benefits.
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