BREAKDOWN

I have a Polaroid taken of Jenny, Jeremy and me after I left Vinny and we moved to Irvington, New Jersey in 1977 after we came back from our cross-country camping trip. The three of us squeezed up so close to the camera that we looked distorted. I studied their red cheeks, their open expectant faces. Was this after the hospital, after I spun out of control? Their faces looked wary, as if they were thinking, Can we trust you to be solid? Can we trust that you will not fall away again? 


I looked like I had screwed up my courage and we recorded the moment to prove it.


I had wanted to leave them with Vinny because I didn’t think I could raise them. I felt shaky and scared. Maybe I couldn’t rise to this. I remember Jenny coming down the hallway of our house in South Orange after Vinny told her I was leaving. She stood in front of me and demanded, “Take me with you.” She was six. I said yes. I didn’t know how I would do it, only that I would. 


After I left with the children, my life broke down. I could no longer keep up the cheery momentum or fantasy that everything would be okay in three months or that Vinny was the only problem. 


I fell off the cliff of all the safety my parents had taught me, the false safety of not facing my emotions. They rose up ugly and demanding and I couldn’t stuff them back in. My former life cracked like dried mud and crumbled off me until I was naked and raw, unable to play the game, unable to do anything but hallucinate and shake in fear. I shook down the foundation of the rotted house I stood in; shook with all my might until I hit the ground and it was solid. But I didn’t see it then. I only saw that I was crazy. I’d let all my demons out to parade before me and everyone else. Ashamed, I couldn’t hold in all the emotions that my family had taught me were unacceptable.


What I didn’t know then was that what I did saved me but the locked ward of a mental hospital didn’t feel like a breakthrough. It felt like I was sliding down a long dark passageway towards madness and at the bottom was a door. If I opened it, death beckoned, that blessed relief of letting it all go and jumping into oblivion.


I thought of all the years between then and now. How my children saved me, how I drew pictures of them in the hospital, knowing that somehow I was going to have to pull myself together enough to walk out, go home and raise them. I loved them dearly. They held for me the love I couldn’t hold for myself. In their innocent open faces I saw that there might be hope, there might be a way out and it was by loving them more than I could love myself. I took their hands and let them lead me back into life. And they so willingly took my hands that I was humbled and made right enough to pull myself out of hell.

