
Editor’s note: This excerpt (p. 147-157) from Life on Hold 
is used with permission from the University of New Mexico 
Press. A reading with the author is scheduled for September 
26th at 7 pm at the Esperanza. (see back page)

Tito has lived in every type of facility there is for 
mentally ill men: shelters, independent living, group 
homes, and semilocked homes. I only know what my son 
copes with from the outside. While I am familiar with the 
conditions of the facilities in which he has lived and I make 
sure to know those who are in charge of running those 
facilities, I cannot imagine what it’s like to live in them or to 
deal with the residents. 
 “You really don’t know that it’s like to live my life, do 
you?” Tito said to me one day. “Seldom talked to you about 
the details of the revolving doors. All the board-and-care 
and group homes I’ve lived in, from 1993 until I got to Casa 
Olga. God, I’m so sorry for what I’ve put you all through. 
With names such as Love’s Board and Care and Heaven’s 
Gate, more like cults, not warehouses of broken-down men 
and a few women who could not or were not able to live at 
home—these were but two of the places among many. You 
remember any of the people who passed through my life? 
Most have moved on. Some are still around, going from one 
place to the next, and sometimes even sleeping in the park 
because there is no other place to stay.” 
 Tito recited their names: “Jimmy. Tim. Juan. José. Lala. 
All these people were either newly ill or middle aged without 
a place to go, who ended up warehoused in those homes of 
oblivion. Their families could not or were not able to deal 
with their illnesses. You remember Jimmy?”
 I nodded in response. 

 “Yeah, Jimmy—he was a Gulf War veteran—lived with the 
images of war so horrible, some of us nut cases had to hold 
him down when he had flashbacks of burning flesh flying all 
over the place. His best buddy was blown to pieces in front 
of him. Acted like the bits of his buddy, who was a Chicano 
like me, were being slung at him. When Jimmy had these 
flashbacks, he got into kicking and flailing fits to avoid the 
imaginary flesh slung at him. I could always calm Jimmy; he 
listened to me. Except for those episodes, he was a walking 
dead—he never talked to anyone, although he sometimes 
followed me to Taco Bell or to get cigarettes. At the board 
and care we shared, he went from here to there, from corner 
to corner of the reception room, and he always looked like he 
was waiting for someone who seldom came. Jimmy’s father, 
serving in the Middle East, would sometimes pick him up.”
 Focused on Jimmy, Tito continued: “Took him horseback 
riding. Jimmy told me it was the only way he felt alive. Being 
from Texas, Jimmy believed he was a cowboy. Always slept 
with his boots and Lone Star buckle on—this made him a 
target for ridicule by his roommate, who often made fun of 
Jimmy to get a rise out of him. Didn’t work. Jimmy didn’t see 
anything wrong with sleeping buck naked in his lucky charms 
or ‘amulets.’ What he called his Lone Start buckle and his 
boots when he was clear of mind. You know what, Momma? 
He would always respond to me—must’ve reminded him of 
his buddy. How sad, huh? His friend—the one I told you about 
that he lost—was only nineteen when he died.”
 Moving on to other people who had passed through his life, 
Tito said, “Tim was an artist. All his paintings hung at Love’s 
Board and Care. Somber faces with flesh in colors of green, 
orange, and purples attracted those who visited. Found his work 
‘interesting though peculiar’ as some of the do-gooders would 

Running Away to 
Mental Illness
[A] mentally ill Southern man with a history of schizophrenia and 

depression was unceremoniously dumped by the Nevada facility 

[and sent to Sacramento, California] . . . . The patient is but one 

of millions of mentally ill Americans—and especially those with 

housing insecurity—who find themselves falling through the cracks 

in the social safety net.

—Sy Mukherjee, “How Mentally Ill Americans Are Falling through 

the Cracks in the Social Safety Net”  

LA
 V

O
Z

 d
e ESP

ER
A

N
Z

A
 • Septem

ber
 2015 V

o
l. 28 Issu

e 5•

7



LA
 V

O
Z

 d
e  

ES
P

ER
A

N
Z

A
 •

 J
u

n
e 

20
15

  V
o

l.
 2

8 
Is

su
e 

7•

8

say. Residents thought his work too weird for contemplation. 
They already carried enough creepiness in them, so they gave 
him no mind. Most stayed out of his way when he painted, 
’cause he became irate and violent when we told him flesh was 
not the color of the tones he chose. Though there were times we 
went to bother him just to get some excitement going. Soon he 
would ignore us and go back to his painting. 
 “Remember Juan? He was originally from Tucson, 
Arizona. He came to Santa Clara when it was known as 
Santa Claus County, as some people around here still think 
of it because it was like a horn of plenty, a cornucopia to 
everyone who needed services. Here, Juan found a home, 
after roaming all the county’s homeless shelters. In San 
José, he didn’t have to roam anymore because there was a 
place for him. Waiting for those visits that never came, Juan 
lived hoping someone would take him away. At the board 
and care, his 
spot of choice 
was the porch. 
Juan would be 
the first one to 
spy you when 
you came to 
visit. He got me 
so you wouldn’t 
have to wait. 
Other times, he 
opened the car 
door for me to 
get in when you 
picked me up. 
Remember, he 
really liked you 
and appreciated 
that you came 
to see me and 
brought me 
things.”
 Is that what happens to you when I waited too long to visit? 
I wanted to ask him. But he barely paused before going on.
 “Often heard him tell those who came to visit that his 
parents were coming to see him, but he had no parents; they 
had died when he was nine years old. Other times he tried to 
impress the visitors by telling them his case manager, who 
neglected him, would be coming to see him. He was like a 
little kid who still believed in Santa Claus and the Easter 
Bunny—it was only in those holidays that visits came and 
gifts arrived. Never told me who sent them, but he must’ve 
had someone who cared. To me, it seemed as if Juan would 
have to wait forever. Wait for something or other that never 
came. But you know what? Miracles do happen. One day, 
before I got kicked out for being a druggie and getting into 
arguments and fistfights with the residents, someone from 
Juan’s mother’s side of the family came and took him back 
to Arizona. The visitor Juan expected finally came. Took 
him away. And the mail Juan had waited for stopped coming 
when he left. Don’t know what became of him.
 “Momma, we are so disposable. Couldn’t tell you where 
most of the people I shared space with ended up, except for 

Juan, who returned to Tucson, and Bill, whose family took 
him back to Boston. We move with the wind and become 
transparent as it is because no one sees us, even when we’re 
right in front of them. You know what I learned? According 
to the experts, in our later years schizophrenia becomes 
less severe. We are easier to deal with. So it must’ve been 
their time—both Juan and Bill were middle aged and pretty 
manageable. They had very few personal problems when 
both returned home. Or, maybe, they just learned to fade 
into the wall, not making any trouble or questioning their 
surroundings. Don’t know what happened to Lala. One 
of the few women who lived among us—they were like 
fleeting ghosts in our lives, as most of us who live in these 
institutions were men.”
 In an abrupt break of topic, he asked me, “Momma, you 
think that may happen to me? Do you think you’ll take me 

home when I’m their age?”
 But Tito didn’t want a vague response from me. He 
interrupted me and continued talking, with the hope that 
he could return to our home. “With families who don’t 
understand or cannot tend to us, we end up housed in these 
places eating day-old food or mush that takes our appetites 
away. We find ourselves saving every penny, conning each 
other or panhandling, to go to Taco Bell to buy fifty-nine-cent 
tacos—ease the hunger that permanently lives in our bellies.”
 As he continued talking about his life, Tito became more 
agitated. Our conversation turned into another one of his 
efforts to persuade me to bring him home—to San Antonio, 
where he has never lived. “Discard,” he said. “That’s what 
we are. Society’s unwanted. There is no place for us. Why 
can’t you see how hard it is for me? When I first got sick, 
I couldn’t stay at our house, and not finding a facility that 
would take me, I ended up at Julian Street Inn in San José, 
a homeless shelter. I had two problems: schizophrenia and 
self-medication with drugs. Most places didn’t want to deal 
with someone as messed up as I was. The facilities either 
housed the mentally ill or drug users, but not both. At the 
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shelters, even in the depths of my illness, it was difficult 
for me to say there. There’s a pecking order for who sleeps 
where, who gets to stand in line first, who gets to shower, 
who gets to eat. Often got pushed around because I’m short. 
Made me afraid to stay there, so I bailed. Decided to be on 
my own. 
 Guilt engulfed me as Tito reminded me that I have pushed 
him out and sent him to places in which he might not have 
been treated well. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to take care of 
you, I thought. It was that I couldn’t.
 “Stuck in-between. Couldn’t stay at your house. Wanted to, 
but I didn’t want to be a burden to you and Dad and I wanted 
to do it my way, without any expectations from either of you. 
So I left and ended up in a state park in Aptos, California, near 
Santa Cruz. Since the weather wasn’t that bad, I was able to 
hang. In the daytime, I could be found at the Metro Center, 

where all the buses start and end their routes. Fit in really 
well with all the unkempt hippies who littered the streets of 
the Pacific Garden Mall. Didn’t even have to ask for help, 
people offered it to me, giving me a quarter here and a dime 
there. Things got better when I hit upon the idea of reselling 
bus transfers for hardly anything, to get money. Didn’t want to 
panhandle, though. Then I got used to being sick and liked the 
easy access to illicit drugs. Those board-and-care homes were 
drug havens. They were really no help, except for pointing 
me in the direction of dope. There was the trafficking of drugs 
that went around—crank, marijuana, PCP, you name it—drugs 
were everywhere.”
 My intuition told me this was so. I had protected him 
from that type of life, and here he was in the middle of it all. 
I hear you, Tito, I thought. 
 “At first, they offer drugs without expecting anything. 
Then, when they hook you, some of the people I lived with 
even went as far as selling themselves or stealing to buy their 
drugs. Didn’t do that. Instead I begged, asked, and cajoled 
money from you, my aunts and uncles, and whoever came to 
see me, so that I could get my stash. With excuses of needing 

food ’cause the food was awful, I got a bit from some. 
Feigning to need shoes, I got some from others. With tales 
that my clothes had been ripped off by some of the residents, 
one story or another, most of the relatives provided me the 
money I needed to score. And when I had no money, I just 
got it on credit. Later, I would bug you to help me pay my 
debts. Told you residents would beat me up if I didn’t pay. If 
I got you fed up enough, I knew you would give me what I 
needed to shut me up, so I pushed you to the limit.
 “Remember the time you brought Susie Q. López to visit 
with you? I remember her because we had our last name in 
common. That was the first time I got kicked out of Love’s 
Board and Care. The dual diagnosis program person, my case 
manager, found me another place. But the program had no 
money to pay for yet another first and last month’s rent plus 
deposit for me to move into a new place. So I called you for 

a hand. It was 
the second-to-
the last place 
before I went 
to Casa Olga. 
Didn’t think you 
would help me, 
though. Last time 
this happened, 
you had said, 
‘Enough.’ But 
somehow you 
got the money. 
This was a place 
I would share 
with three other 
guys. It wasn’t a 
licensed facility; 
it was a group 
home run by 
an expert at 
scamming the 

mentally ill out of their county or Social Security checks 
in exchange for a room and measly meals. Anyway, Susie 
Q. and you came and brought the money. And you left me 
twenty dollars for personal needs. What I didn’t tell you was 
that Susie Q. gave me money on the sly. That night I got so 
high freebasing that I burned off my arm and face hairs. That 
scared me into quitting drugs. I’ve been clean and sober for 
almost fifteen years, except for the bundle of prescription 
drugs I take.”
 Without hinting that he was moving on to another topic, 
Tito started talking about the side effects of the medication 
he takes for his condition. He told me he was beginning to 
experience some. 
 “Now, it’s not just the mental illness,” he said. “It’s 
the high blood pressure. The diabetes and whatever else is 
fermenting in my body from taking too many chemicals. I am 
a walking laboratory of one. For me it’s ‘better living through 
chemistry,’ as my dad says, but not really. Things don’t get 
much better, we just get numbed or somewhat silenced.”
 Helping me out of my chair, Tito said, “Time for you to 
go, visiting hours are over. Had enough. Didn’t even feel like 
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talking to you, anyway. Told you more than I care to. ’Bye.”
 Tito walked me to the garage area where he goes to chain-
smoke—the only area that’s not off-limits. It was hard to 
believe my son had so much to say. But I finally got to hear 
how he survived those early years of his illness. While he 
talked a lot and told me much, there were things he did not 
discuss with me—that he will never discuss, even when I ask 
him. Still, the one-way conversation about how Tito survived 
gave me insight. 
 Recently, a pattern has emerged. When Tito talks about his 
living arrangements, about when he first got sick, the issue of 
going at it alone, renting a room, moving out of institutional 
settings often comes up—and it feels like he is beginning to 
experience a break. 
Like the time he was 
going to move away 
with Carol Silverstein, 
one of the many 
pearls on the string of 
women he was going 
to marry, or when he 
was going to room 
with Bryan. It’s his 
way of bailing out of 
institutional living. He 
will take anything but 
living in an institution, 
even if it’s only 
make-believe. Often, 
relationship breakups 
predict an impending 
change in him, but Tito usually attempts to shield the emotions 
tied to his losses. However hard times are for him, he is 
forever searching to have a relationship that gives him the 
companionship he needs. 
 Telling Tito I would call him when I got home, I left the 
residence. When I got to San Antonio, I phoned him to let 
him know I had arrived. He said he had news for me. Sienna, 
a resident who is younger than Carol but still ten years older 
than he is, was his new girlfriend. Things had not worked out 
with Carol. They had broken up after Tito figured out that she 
only wanted him for the cigarettes and other gifts his family 
brought him. When no one visited or there was no money, 
Carol stayed away from Tito. 
 He was talking marriage again. He wanted a good life 
with someone—or with anyone who would take him. He 
warned me that he would be asking me for help to buy 
Sienna a wedding ring, but I advised him to put it on 
hold, not to rush into anything. I didn’t want him to be 
disappointed yet again. He insisted that Sienna was the one, 
the one he had been waiting for all his life. Using a Mexican 
cultural practice, I told him to test out the relationships with 
a plazo—a period of waiting. That way they could get to 
know each other. Then, if they stayed together for a year, I 
would gladly support him and attend his marriage. I’d even 
help him to buy the ring. 
 At first, when I suggested the idea, Tito fought it. So 
lonely and so desperate to have a family or someone to be 
physically there for him, he longed to get married. It was 

the solution for him. After some thought, he decided that 
a plazo was a good way to test their commitment to each 
other. “We will wait,” he told me. “Both of us will work on 
our relationship. We will try to make it last so we can get 
married. Thanks, Momma.”
 I hung up the telephone, wondering if this relationship 
would end as the others had. Most of the time I’m with him, I 
pray that he finds someone to share his life with. Not so that 
I can be released from the responsibility, but so he can have 
love and companionship. Oh, how I wish that for him. 
 Later, Tito called me again. He had more to share. The 
times we spent on the phone were never sufficient for 
him—and this time he wanted to hear more about the last 

time he took a flight 
into health with our 
family’s assistance. 
“Last time you came 
to visit we talked, 
I didn’t tell you 
everything, Momma,” 
he said. “Forgot to 
tell you about what 
brought it to a head. 
Well, Love’s Board 
and Care evicted 
me once again. I 
lost count, but it’s 
somewhere around 
thirty.”
 Tito talked as if I 
had not been the one 

who made all of the arrangements for his last move: “My 
Uncle Ricardo turned me on to his former mother-in-law 
who lived in Hialeah, Florida. She runs a facility for people 
like me. That was when the idea of moving became like a 
light bulb attracting bugs. Obsessing on that place as the 
magic pill to my problems, I asked you to send me there. 
Then I started begging you, not leaving the issue out of our 
conversation until you finally gave into my demand. In my 
deluded mind, I thought this move would get me away from 
everything I experienced, and everyone that persecuted me. 
It made perfect sense to me—I was in the middle of one 
of those paranoid phases—that the distance would take me 
away from it all and make me less of a burden for you and 
our relatives. Thought I could run from all I feared, all that 
bothered me, away to that paradise I imagined Hialeah to 
be.”
 Taking me back to that flight into health, Tito said, 
“When the eviction came, I had finally convinced you to 
look into that place called Casa de Paz, or House of Peace, 
in Florida. Even its name called out to me. It turned out to 
be a legitimate business that checked out with everybody. 
It was licensed, and having Xiomara—not a Mexican but a 
Cuban who ran the place and was a retired pharmacist who 
understood how to work with people like me—made it even 
sweeter for you. Remember? You made all the arrangements. 
You reserved a place for me with $1,500. Helped me transfer 
my case. Jenny Nolan, the case manager who tried to 
discourage me at first, also did all she could to help. But deep 

Away from all that was 
familiar, which he imagined 
as bad and harmful, Tito 
believed he was in a better 
place . . .
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down inside, I suspected she wanted me out of her caseload. I 
really made her work for her money. 
 “Not convinced that this was the best thing for me and 
with reservations, Jenny transferred my Social Security 
to Florida. When all was finally arranged and payment 
reached them, a room was set aside. And Momma, whether 
you agreed with it or not, you bought me a one-way ticket, 
warning me that I had to deal with my new environment in 
the best way I could. But you didn’t make it easy for me 
to leave. You tried to convince me that I was running away 
from myself. Told me schizophrenia would go with me and 
unless I left my mind behind—I laughed at your unintended 
humor—It would all go where I went.” 
 I now better understand the fear that had pushed Tito away. 
I remembered. He didn’t want to hear anyone tell him that all 
would come to naught. Away from all that was familiar, which 
he imagined as bad and harmful, Tito believed he was in a 
better place without acknowledging that he would find himself 
immersed in the fears that instigated his anxiety. 
 “In spite of everything, and against everyone’s advice, I 
left the area. Failed to listen when you told me that if I were 
running away form gangs and drugs, I would likely find 
them in Florida. My mind was set. I had already decided to 
get away from it all, 
and the only viable 
solution for me 
became Florida. Only 
other option I would 
even contemplate 
was to live with my 
family—there was no 
other recourse. But 
I had burned all my 
bridges and no one 
wanted me in their 
places—I was trouble 
and all knew about 
my manipulative 
ways. I guess that’s 
what a mentally-ill-
in-training-of-twenty-
something-years does when he has no explanation for what 
ails him. None of us had a clue, least of all me.” 
 “So I took my one-way ticket ride. Went to Greyhound. 
Still can’t believe I did it, what with all the paranoia I carried. 
But I stayed to myself. Didn’t talk to anyone. Just minded my 
own business. When I arrived in Florida, I tried to become 
part of the new place. But what I didn’t count on was the 
way these people would feel about me, a Mexican cholo-
identified retard. That’s how I think the Latinos saw me. From 
the beginning, I had troubles with the caretakers—I think 
they were undocumented workers from Colombia or Panama. 
The only thing that saved me was my family-member status 
of sorts. My relationship to Uncle Ricardo protected me 
somewhat, but not with those who wanted to keep me in my 
Mexican place. This was when I learned that some Cubans and 
Central Americans are just as anti-Mexican as gringos. 
 “Soon I began burning the telephone wires with calls to 
you, every chance I had. I called, called, and called. Told 

you I thought I had made a mistake but I would try to stick 
it out. Two, three, four, and five weeks passed. It was hard 
not seeing the family, just like you had told me. If I had been 
afraid of being lonely with some of you around, I now felt 
completely isolated, with absolutely no one to visit. I truly 
was on my own. And here I was on the opposite side of the 
country, thousands of miles away. Wished I had listened to 
you and all who warned me.” 
 Things did not get any better for Tito. He was more 
needy, and just as desperate for attention, but he took on a 
more acceptable demeanor. 
 “There, I made some appearance changes,” he continued. 
“Shed my hard-guy, ese-vato-loco image. For fear of being 
harassed, one thing I did was to drop the red rag. No more 
colors. No more Dickies. Gave up my Chinese slippers. 
I got rid of my cholo-ized ways of dressing, fearing that 
gangs would soon find me, even in the remote corners of 
Florida. Dressed more in a preppy old-man style, with slacks, 
suit jackets, and a tie. Florida was good for me. After two 
months, though, I realized that this was not the place for me. 
And as you and Jenny had warned, the things I was running 
away from never left me. Still, filled with ideas about what it 
means to be a man about it, I tried to make it work.

 “One problem 
I had was with my 
roommate, who was 
more depressed than 
me. One time I found 
him trying to hang 
himself. Don’t know 
how, but I talked him 
out of it. Kept him 
distracted. Told him 
about my situation 
so he would see he 
wasn’t the only one. 
That he wasn’t alone 
anymore. He listened 
and was fine for a 
while, but that only 
worked once. His pain 

must’ve been too great, greater than his fear of dying. He 
needed to get away. The day came when he killed himself. 
Good thing I wasn’t in the room. But I found him. He 
succeeded in hanging himself from a beam in the bedroom 
we shared. Blue-black and lifeless, there was nothing anyone 
could do. The morgue came and took him.”
 I never imagined the horrors, but it was at your own insistence 
that we relocated you, I thought as I listened. You really believed 
things would change, and I wanted them to change for you. 
 “Frightened by what I had experienced and without a 
roommate to distract me,” Tito went on, “I became fixated on 
my fears and started begging to come home. It was then that the 
urgency to return dominated my mind. Again, I began burning 
the telephone wires with my calls to you, Momma. The trip to 
Florida was a hard lesson learned, though. All of you had been 
right. No matter where I went, I couldn’t get away from myself.”

. . . without acknowledging 
that he would find himself 
immersed in the fears that 

instigated his anxiety. 

Note: Check back page for info on the reading of A Life On Hold.
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