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For those who were there





Without something to belong to, we have no stable self, and yet total commitment and attachment to any social unit implies a kind of selflessness. Our sense of being a person can come from being drawn into a wider social unit; our sense of selfhood can arise through the little ways in which we resist the pull. Our status is backed by the solid buildings of the world, while our sense of personal identity often resides in the cracks.

—Erving Goffman, Asylums
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Author’s Note

Names and identifying characteristics in this memoir have been changed to protect individuals’ privacy.





Part One

The Moving Target of Being





Return

It was a hot July day, many decades later, that I happened to be in New York. I was house-sitting for a friend, spending a week in her apartment at 145th and Broadway. It was the closest I’d been in years to the hospital that had once been my home. One morning, I decided to walk north. My best days are those that I walk the city, unfettered and directionless, and so it took me a minute to understand where I was going. We are drawn back, aren’t we? Even when we don’t mean to be and don’t want to be. The past is there, waiting for us. I walked the mile or so up Riverside Drive, until I reached my once address: 722 West 168th Street.

Of course nothing in this city remains as it was, and this is no exception: the building, with its grand architecture, is no longer the home of the State Psychiatric Institute. Now it is home to Columbia University’s School of Public Health.

This is where I lived, I want to say to someone, as I point up to the fifth floor. But who would care?

In the archway over the entrance, I can read the original name of the building, the Gothic lettering etched in stone: New York State Psychiatric Institute + Hospital. These are the vestiges, for which I am grateful. Another vestige: the two stone benches out front. One etched with the roman numeral MCMXXVII, the year of the building’s founding.

Just a year or so after I left for good, the State Psychiatric Institute moved into a new building, larger and grander than the original, with a walkway crossing Riverside Drive toward a second building, which looked out to the Hudson River. By then the program was defunded. No longer would anyone live there as long as we did.

I find the department of records. I ask a woman at the desk about the old building, the state hospital connected with the Presbyterians of Columbia University, the institute referred to as the PI. She looks at me flatly, uninterested. Yes, she says. That’s the “old PI.”

I tell her I’d like to get copies of my medical records.

Were you an inpatient?

Yes.

When?

A long time ago.

How long ago?

Twenty years ago, I realize as I say it.

She considers, then explains the process of retrieving records. There are forms to fill out, money to pay, permissions for release. Once this is approved, the papers will be copied. You’ll receive those copies in the mail.

I fill out the paperwork, pay with my credit card.

It’s nearly a year later, I’ve almost forgotten, when I receive a packet of ten or fifteen pages. A summary of my stay. A stack of narratives, really. Different doctors write different summaries. Each doctor has his or her particular angle. Did I think it would be objective? No, but I hadn’t realized how subjective it would be. These character descriptions have much in common with the writing of the students in my creative writing classes. There are consistencies, recurring themes: Dysthymia is used over and over again. I was told I had chronic depression, or major depression, or bipolar disorder, but dysthymia is the diagnosis that is repeated throughout the records.

I was disappointed by the stack of papers, which I put away in a drawer. On the one hand, these pages bring up the great shame I feel for the waste of those days, the extent of my abjection. At the same time, I wanted more—daily notes or details that could fill in the gaps in my notebooks, in my memory. I want the details. I don’t want the official language, the axis 1 or axis 2, the list of medications and symptoms. What I want is the story of our long, dull days and years in that hospital. Those days, those years. It is the quotidian I want to recover.

 

I was twenty years old when I arrived. January 1992. New York City: all darkness and disinterest. Who the fuck cared that you arrived? Thousands arrive here every day. The streets around the campus were empty, save for passing traffic, buses, the occasional bodega. Empty Styrofoam cups, plastic tops, straws and McDonald’s bags floated in a wet slushy bath of ice. Piles of dog shit half frozen under the ice. A security guard tells me that my dorm is a few blocks away, on the other side of campus. I walk the long blocks, dragging a duffle bag. My room is one in a suite, with a shared kitchen and bathroom. The floors are cold tile; the walls concrete; the only furnishings a metal twin bed, a desk, and a small window with a view of a brick wall.

I dropped my bags, left the suite, and walked to the deli next door.

When I returned, my suitemates were there, a triptych of young womanhood.

Hello, I said, stabbing a baked potato twice before putting it in the microwave.

Is that all you’re eating? a small chatty girl asked, giggling. I felt my body flood and knew I’d turned bright red.

Yes, I said. I guess so.

A month later and I haven’t made a single friend. You can become strange from loneliness, from days and weeks without speaking to anyone. Occasionally someone from home will call, and I’ll pretend everything is fine. In my notebook, I chronicle my despair. Today is Valentine’s Day and Leo asks me to meet him downtown.

On the train, I stand across from a stranger. We are close enough to make out, my face in his, but here’s the rule: no eye contact. Pretend you are not this close to someone’s humanity. Look away or at your feet but never at a face. Get off at Christopher Street, Leo had said. I hold my laminated Streetwise Manhattan map like a prayer card. The train screeches and jerks out of the station. I smell urine and ham, rat shit and perfume. When I close my eyes, I see the chickens, dangling from their feet, moving toward me. I hear a woman cry. The train stops and starts again and again with a jerk, 72nd, 66th, my head against the puke-green doors, red paint splattered across each, as if someone scribbled with a giant Sharpie. A scene from a television movie: Six Weeks, the young sick ballerina collapsing on a New York subway, all possibility, all devastation.

Another train passes and I read the graffiti, big white bubble letters jumping out like demented ghosts, the words: ONE IS YOU and IS BACK legible in the splatter. ONE IS YOU: I hear it over and over again, my head softly now against the train door. An announcement for Times Square. From one window, faces speed past and from the other more graffiti. The man next to me is only mildly threatening, in that serial killer way, preferable to the skinheads behind me, one with his groin against my ass. Excuse me, I ask this tall Jeffrey Dahmer.

He turns to look down at me, I see his sharply cut jaw.

Have we passed Christopher Street?

The train stopped so many times. How could I know? He’s annoyed. Yes, yes, I am a midwestern idiot. No, I don’t know what I am doing here.

Look. He points to the map on the side of the train car. Now he looks me up and down, stopping at my breasts. I pull my coat tight.

Twenty-third Street. A few more to go.

Leo is seated, holding the menu and shaking his leg below the table. Where were you? he hisses. This neighborhood is another world entirely. A few weeks in the city and it’s my first time leaving the environs of Barnard’s campus, from 116th to 120th, from Riverside Drive to Amsterdam Avenue. There was a darkness to the village, to every street. If the later 1990s brought Friends tourism to the city, and the 2000s brought Sex and the City tourism; this New York was still resolutely the ’80s: the Rotten Apple of that Time magazine cover, the squeegee men jumping on your dashboard. Peep shows. This was New York before the real estate investment, before Giuliani decided to sell it, to market it, before Giuliani cleaned up Times Square. Before Times Square became Disneyland. This was AIDS, men were dying all around us, but we didn’t know. Alphabet City, which would later reach iconic status via Rent, then full of abandoned buildings, garbage floating in the water on the curb. Kathy Acker lived there, though we didn’t know. It would be a year or two before I read Acker, before I read the way she channeled madness into artistic practice, and the space she would open for me. Writing is like suicide, she wrote, only you don’t have to die.

Leo didn’t get up. I sat and he asked again what took me so long. I was overwhelmed by the gap between what I’d imagined for months, the possibility of a true connection with this man, and how I loved him. And now here he was and here I am and we were as far apart as two people could be. I heard it again: ONE IS YOU. Now Leo is saying something I can’t understand; his face floating over the table like a fat balloon. IS BACK. That gauzy feeling, a trap: Everything could get in, no boundary between my body and the rest.

Suzy? The balloon is saying something. What was this city, another planet, a nightmare? I told IS BACK to shut up, I told myself: The balloon is real. This is real, I said. I am in New York. I am with the balloon. I met the balloon a year ago in Los Angeles, a foreign country. Every choice that led me here—to this place, to this moment—was now revealed to be absurd, utterly random. I had told myself it was my choice, but maybe I did just follow Leo here. And now here we were but we weren’t here. I couldn’t follow him, how stupid to think so.

Sorry, I said. I apologized for everything, that way of young women.

I’m really sorry I’m so late. I had trouble figuring out the train.

I didn’t tell him that I’d gotten lost coming out of the Christopher Street stop. Every street became something else, circles into circles. My Streetwise Manhattan didn’t help.

Well, let’s order. I’m starving! Anyway, why are you so thin? I mean, I’m into it, he added. It’s your Jane Austen look. It’s nice! It’s good, I like it.

I read the menu. I’d never had Indian food.

Do you like daal? We should get naan with mango chutney, okay? You’ll love it, I promise. I’ll order.

The food arrived: a feast of naan, daal, curries, and biryani; Leo ate quickly, talking while he ate, talking in between large bites, all the while explaining what he was doing at Sarah Lawrence, directing a stage adaptation of Bergman’s Persona. It wasn’t going well. The actors didn’t understand the tone. It was going to be a failure, he was sure of it.

Why aren’t you eating? he finally noticed.

I took a few bites. I tried the chutney on the bread and it was delicious, flavors I’d never tasted.

The waiter came back, asked how it was.

I can’t eat this, I said, pointing to the food in front of me.

Why not?

There’s oil in it.

Oil?

I leaned toward Leo and whispered: There are things in it. I’ve read about it.

Leo laughed, then looked at me like I was crazy. The waiter nodded and said he would see what he could do.

You’re insane! Who doesn’t eat OIL?

I watched Leo eat, samosa after samosa. I listened to his loud smacking noises, watched him shove the food down as if in a competition.

Do you want a beer?

No, I said. I don’t drink. I’ve been reading a lot about all the poisons in food and alcohol. There’s a lot you don’t know. I’m trying to purify.

The waiter never returned. I would go home hungry that night, but it was better that way. Leo moved to say goodbye, a kiss on the cheek. My hair stayed in my face and I held my arms tight.

On the subway, I opened As I Lay Dying. The body as meat. The mother’s body is meat. I read the same page over and over again. That was when I learned that words are no good; that words don’t ever fit even what they are trying to say. I heard voices, saw people, friends and family, my mother. Say it. My mother is a fish. Say it, this trap, I see it now, my life.

 

The next day I went to the student health center, in the basement of campus, winding through tunnels to find the office. I spoke to a nurse. I explained what was happening: my hair, the poisons, the voices, the visions. The nurse said, You need to see the doctor. Dr. Goldberg. The doctor asked me to explain. I don’t know what I said. I do remember she was the first to ask me this question, the first person besides Leo to use the words in conversation (it wasn’t like now, with the word, the idea, the act itself all over the internet—back then, few people spoke of it), Dr. Goldberg asked me: Do you want to kill yourself? Or did she say, Do you want to hurt yourself? Or do you have thoughts of hurting yourself or someone else? Or do you want to suicide? Was that it?

Whatever it was, I said yes. It was true, and no one but Leo had asked. Yes, I said. I think about it all the time.

It began there, that yes, saying yes out loud to a person who seemed to care—and that first yes became an opening, the word a possibility.

The doctor said, I’m going to give you a prescription. I want to see you back here in a week.

 

I don’t think I’d heard of Prozac before, it was still so new. There was nothing like the so-called direct-to-consumer advertising we’re so used to now. A few years later there would be books: Peter D. Kramer’s Listening to Prozac and Elizabeth Wurtzel’s Prozac Nation. And soon after, those creepy commercials. Ask your doctor if Zoloft might be right for you. Etc.

 

Yes, that’s where it began: that question. That prescription. The next day or two or three days, when I didn’t sleep. I could stick with the program. The program enlarged, more to do, more hours of walking through the city, the sense of possibility.

 

Leo and I spoke by phone, often for hours at a time. We spoke of suicide now as a matter of course. It was what we needed to do. He grew up in the city, he’d been in analysis since high school. He hated the analyst, didn’t trust him. He had been through the whole system. All the psychiatrists suck, he told me, never trust them.

Let’s just do it, he would say, before hanging up. I’d agree. Of course, I said. We have to. I want to.

 

When I read the official medical records, I see that this is where the story begins. No matter what, you need a beginning. And this became mine. The narrative over and over again in these pages: the night Leo called me. I was at my desk studying for midterms. Reading my notes. Leo called, he was upset, he said he couldn’t take it anymore, it was something about his dad, his play. He was in his car, he said, the college had forced him to see a disgusting psychiatrist and he’d been saving up the pills. He stole a few bottles from his mother’s bathroom. He had enough for both of us. You want to do it, right? he asked me. I’m coming to get you now. We’ll take all the pills. I had two bottles. We have enough, he said. I wasn’t sure. I have to study, I said. Nothing’s going to change, he said. You know that, right? It’s all the same. It doesn’t matter if you study.

I said, No, I can’t, maybe tomorrow I’ll do it. Not now, I said. He hung up on me.

And the day after that phone call, when I didn’t hear from Leo. When he didn’t answer the phone, when his roommate said no one had seen him in days, when his mother said he was at school as far as she knew, when I became sure that he was dead.

It began when I left class, and it became clear. The screw. The faces. I knew I was shut out and it would always be this way. I would never be close to anyone and I would live in this trap for the rest of my life. Leo was right.

I went back to my desk that afternoon and took out the pills, two bottles, lining them up in a row, one after another—green-and-orange capsules stamped E 92. It meant something. Yes, I said. The space opened, the Yes.

It was as easy as this, a breaking down of all boundaries. I felt happy.

 

The desk was long laminated plastic wood with metal legs. My books sat there, a presence. The screw. I couldn’t keep up with the program. It was there when I woke, the imperatives: Do this and this then this and this do not stop you suck you will fail you are ugly you have so much to learn you are so far behind you will never succeed you will always be alone your loneliness will never be rocked you will never write the way your heroes do.

I imagined Leo counting the pills and I could do this, too, one after the other, a row or two rows, a line or two lines, counting and it would be enough, I swallowed each row, one and another, stuffing my mouth full, swallowing until I choked. I sipped from my water bottle and lay on my bed: metal frame, thin mattress, one blanket, a crunchy pillow. I waited. I saw the faces on my wall. I could hear one or the other laughing. I heard Leonard Lopate’s voice on the radio. The window, the brick wall. I couldn’t see out but it all got in: the incessant sounds of that city—an ambulance, birds screeching, garbage trucks, shouting, car horns. I was going to vomit, I was too awake, it was all taking too long. I turned into a fetal position. A loneliness that can be rocked. The great female tragedy. My mother, my love. It was too late. I ate books, I could live here.
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