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M argaret Alexander worked almost all
her life. She had a beauty shop in San
Francisco for 50 years, and she and

her husband Houston operated an answering
service out of their home in San Anselmo.
Hootie as she called him, was a shipbuilder. He
died 18 years ago when Margaret was 71, after
40 years of marriage. Margaret sold the beauty
shop and stayed home to run the answering
service full-time. She began renting out the
downstairs for extra income. But the house, a
ramshackle brown shingle building wedged
between the main drag and the creek that runs
through town, was almost as old as Margaret,
and they both began to show their years.
When one of her tenants recommended a
friend to build a retaining wall, Margaret
allowed him to grossly overcharge her for the
work.

For years, Margaret did all her banking at
the Wells Fargo a few blocks from her house,
so the tellers noticed when she started coming
in with a new companion. And when the
companion, Jim Fox, brought her in to apply
for a credit card and a loan, the bank manager
called county Adult Protective Services.
County staffers found what looked like an
intolerable situation: a dirty house in disrepair
and three people sharing it with Margaret,
rent-free. The county public guardian
determined that Margaret was unable to take
care of herself and vulnerable to exploitation.
A court hearing was held and Margaret and
her house were placed under the
conservatorship of the public guardian.
Margaret was moved out of her house that
very day and placed in a board-and-care home
nearby. The house was put up for sale.

The Marin County public guardian
manages the affairs of some 100 elderly people
no longer   able to care for themselves. Those
who own property are often forced to sell it;
very few are fortunate enough to live out their
days at home. As the population ages, it’s a
nightmare that will befall more and more of
us.

One of the problems is the high cost of in-
home care. Another is financial exploitation of
the elderly. It was a combination of the two
factors that caused Margaret to lose her home.
As she grew increasingly frail, she needed
someone to shop and cook for her. She began
paying Jim Fox $100 a week plus room and
board for the kind of assistance that through
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an agency, could cost five times as much. But
county social workers were convinced that Fox
was not only neglecting Margaret but stealing
from her, too. “Jim Fox wrote himself a lot of
checks, or Margaret wrote him a lot of checks,”
says public guardian Michele McCabe. “She
wasn’t being fed and there was a gas leak in the
house. All kinds of transients had moved in
and were occupying her bedroom. Margaret

didn’t even have a bedroom anymore. She only
had the couch. It was not a good situation for
her.”

According to Fox, Margaret preferred the
couch. “She slept on the couch for 50 years!”
he says. “The place wasn’t pristine, That’s for
sure. But I was doing my best to take care of
Margaret. I cooked her breakfast and gave her
some lunch and she’d get Meals on Wheels




