When You Look Me In The Eyes
by Eliza Reinhardt

I look out the window of Aunt Jessica’s Mercedes and see nothing but the fresh summer leaves and the reflection of the sun beaming against cars zooming by. The butterflies in my stomach are back again, like they always are whenever I drive along the Meritt Parkway headed towards the Connecticut Valley Mental Hospital to visit my mother. I rest my head against the glass and close my tired eyes. My mind begins to wander back to three years ago when things weren’t so serene.

The snow was coming down so hard I could barely see my feet when I looked down at them as I walked towards my Upper East Side townhouse on Madison Avenue. It had been only four days since my grandm
other Jane had passed away and it was the day we were supposed to read through her will.

I trudged up the steps when I got home, and I stepped inside to find everyone was already there: my mother, Aunt Jessica and Jane’s lawyer. I sat down at the dining room table next to Aunt Jessica and she placed her hand on my back, rubbing gently.

“Show on the r-road, let’s get it,” my mother ranted. She threw her hands in the air and then slammed her fists against the maple wood table. The lawyer jumped. I was used to her outbursts at this point, but they never lost the power to be scary. 
When I was just 6 years old, Jane had explained to me that my mother has undifferentiated schizophrenia. It had been rough for a while, dealing with her messy speech, disorganized behavior, hallucinations and delusions, but 8 years later, I’d learned not to be surprised when she had her episodes.
“I suppose we shall begin,” the lawyer said. He cleared his throat and fumbled through his file folder. He explained that since I was only 14, and had no access to my trust fund until I turned 21, everything would go to Aunt Jessica; all of my late grandfather and Jane’s fortune, as well as any decisions to be made about my mother and I were in her control.  “After all,” the lawyer said, clearly avoiding eye contact, “there’s no father.”
It was never totally clear as to my father’s whereabouts but from the pieces I put together I assumed that my mother got pregnant during one of her psychotic phases and my father couldn’t handle the stress of dealing with a schizophrenic let alone a baby, so he bailed and never looked back.
My mother tapped her foot against the floor with her arms crossed. I looked at Aunt Jessica and she rested her hand on my cheek. There was no need for discussion—this is how it would be. Not that I minded, since after all, Aunt Jessica had been the only relative who was always on my side. 
On Thursday, a week later Aunt Jessica and I went for a walk through Central Park. She said it had been awhile since we hung out, and she missed me.
“Aunt Jess, you have no idea how hard it’s been. I got home from school yesterday and mom was in the kitchen trying to do the dishes but she was shaking and she kept dropping the plates on the floor and making a mess,” I said.
“I know honey, I remember what it’s like. It must be especially hard without your grandmother there to help you,” she sighed. 
We made our way up Central Park West towards the Metropolitan in silence. It had always been our tradition to grab pretzels at the 7th Avenue street vendor and eat them on the steps of the Met. 
I took a seat and Aunt Jessica sat down directly across from me. She forced a smile onto her face but her eyes drooped in sadness.
“Nicole, maybe you should come live with me,” she said. “I know it’s not a perfect plan, but maybe mom should be in a home, you can’t handle her alone.”
“No,” I said firmly. I wouldn’t have it. I knew my mother couldn’t really take care of me herself, but I was a big girl, I thought I could deal with it.
Aunt Jessica didn’t press further and we soon started back towards Madison Avenue in silence again. Of course Aunt Jessica only had my best interest at heart, as she always had, but I could deal with this. I had watched Jane take care of her for years.
When I walked inside with Aunt Jessica by my side, I was shocked by what I saw. My mother was in the living room with a pile of her clothes, tearing them apart with a pair of scissors, mumbling words under her breath.
“Mom…. Mom… what are you doing? Are you okay?” I questioned. 
Aunt Jessica walked closer to my mother, with her palm facing me, telling me to stay back. I watched as she placed her hand on my mother’s back.
“GET OFF ME!” my mother screamed back in Aunt Jessica’s face. I jumped a little; the hair on the back of my neck stood up. “There a-a-are bugs crawling all over me, I can’t g-get them off. They w-w-on’t get off me,” she said as she paced back and forth. “I have to get them off m-my clothes.”
I stumbled closer to the living room table and as I suspected there were no bugs on my mother, or her stuff. I picked up one of her shirts and pulled it over my head.
“See mom? There’s nothing wrong with this, or any of them,” I soothed. I knew that I couldn’t reason with her, but I wanted her to calm down, even just a little. 
She shrieked at the top of her lungs and ran up the marble stairs. I heard the bedroom door slam as I peeked over at Aunt Jessica. 
“I’ll stay over tonight,” was all she said. 
I woke up Friday morning and walked down into the kitchen to find a note on the refrigerator: Had to go to work. Call me if you need anything –Jessica. 
Disappointed and a little frightened to be alone with my mother, I went back upstairs to get ready for school. The house was surprisingly quiet, and I figured my mother went for a walk in the Park as she often did some winter mornings. I made my way into her master bedroom to borrow some perfume from her extensive collection. As I picked up the spritzer in the vanity area, something caught my attention: my mother’s medicine holder was entirely full for the whole week. Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday all contained one white pill—her schizophrenia medication. 
I grabbed for the bottle of Risperdal on the counter and checked the labeling. Laura Allon—Take once a day until otherwise noted. 
My heart began to pound and I ran to the telephone to call Aunt Jessica. My fingers trembled as I dialed her number. It rang four times before it went to her voicemail. I looked at the clock and saw it was already 7:25. I had to be in school in 20 minutes. I would have to deal with this later.
Aunt Jessica was waiting for me when I got home, and we sat together on the couch waiting quietly for my mother to come back. It wasn’t until three hours later that my mother returned home. She walked inside and gave us a suspicious look while she muttered something to herself in a frantic mess.“They’re t-trying to get me….  all of t-them,” she stammered. 
“Who?” I asked her. 
“They are, Nicole. Everywhere I turn they a-are trying to get me…”
I knew better than to press further at this point. I stood there in the foyer, unsure of what to say or do. I looked at Aunt Jessica.
“Your Risperdal, Laura. You haven’t been taking it, have you?” Aunt Jessica questioned with her arms crossed across her chest. 
“I don’t need it, I’m fine,” she stuttered.
“Mom, yes you do. The doctor’s said you need to be taking it everyday, I checked,” I stepped in.
“Nicole, leave me alone!” my mother hissed back at me, refusing to look me in the eye. She ran upstairs and slammed her bedroom door once again. 
My shoulders slumped and I made my way over to the couch. Aunt Jessica followed me and wrapped her arms around me as tightly as she could. We sat in silence as she let me cry until finally she spoke. 
“Nic, I know you don’t want to hear this, but I have to do what’s best for you and mom right now. I think you need to come live with me for a while. Mom needs to be with people who can properly take care of her,” she said. Her blue eyes pierced through me as she spoke. 
I knew there was nothing left I could do. I nodded at her, and slumped back over to cry again.
The next morning I dragged myself out of bed to the kitchen table where I knew Aunt Jessica was waiting for me. She told me she would take care of everything. 
When my mother walked downstairs, she sat at the table with us, without restraints. 
“Laura, I know how hard this must be for you to hear right now, but you clearly can’t take care of yourself anymore, and there isn’t anything me or Nicole can do at this point. I’ve arranged for you to stay at the Connecticut Valley Mental Hospital. It’s a beautiful place, and it has great reviews,” she said. She somehow was able to maintain her collected tone. 
“No, I won’t go,” she refused. 
It was too late. Just like the will stated: what Aunt Jessica said, would go. There was nothing my mother could do to change her mind. 
“Laur, I’m so sorry…” Aunt Jessica whispered looking off into the distance.
“No, no… I’m not going. You can’t lock me up,” she said as she began to stand up from the table. 
I blinked away the droplets forming on my eyelashes and tried to ignore the lump growing in my throat.
“Mom, please…” I began, “you have to do this.” I looked up from the floor for the first time since the intervention started. “Please…”
I saw tears well up in my mother eyes and I felt as though I had been punched in my gut. She wouldn’t even look at me.
“I love you,” I called after her while she started to run back upstairs into her room.
We took my mother to Connecticut the next day, since Aunt Jessica had already made arrangements. The drive up was totally silent; I stared at the gray winter outside my window the whole way, my mind was blank.  
We arrived at the hospital and were greeted by a nurse, who took my mother’s belongings and led all of us inside. 
The fluorescent light bulbs made my eyes burn as we walked with my mother towards her new home. My cheeks were hot, although the temperature outside was in the 30’s.
The nurses made our goodbyes as quick as possible, and they rushed us back to our car as fast as we came in. 
The next few months were a complete blur. I moved into Aunt Jessica’s apartment in SoHo but continued to attend my old school. I made my way through the rest of the semester by just barely going through the motions of the day. I missed her more and more each day. 
Aunt Jessica told me that we would visit her once every six months, if that were all right with me, which of course I knew I had no control over. She said we all needed time to heal. I wrote her letters in the time passing before we would visit her, but she never answered and whenever the nurses would transfer my calls to her, she refused to come to the phone. It would be hard to see her, especially for the first time in a place I knew she didn’t want to be. The pain in my chest was a constant reminder, questioning myself if we had done the right thing for her.
My heart thuds as I feel our car turn onto the gravel—we’re here. I wonder if she’ll think I look the same. My hair grew a lot longer since the last time I saw her and Aunt Jessica says my complexion has been glowing. I got my second letter back from her last month; I hope she’s excited to see me.
I walk through the hallways with Aunt Jessica by my side until room number 305, a number that I haven’t gotten out of my head for the past three years. 
I knock on the door softly, my stomach doing somersaults inside of me.
“Nicole!” My mother says as she embraces me in her arms. “I’ve missed you, so much.”
We walk to the cafeteria to grab some food. She looks so happy and healthy, more and more so every time I see her. As we walk further down the hallway, my mother introduces us to her friends she’s made here. Staff members, other patients—they seem to love her.
I sat down at a table where we have a view of boats coasting along the Long Island Sound. It really is beautiful, just like Aunt Jessica said. We chat for a while and I catch her up on my friends, the new hot dog vendor near our old house, and all of the colleges I’m going to apply for this fall.

“That’s great Nic, I am so proud of you baby girl,” she beams at me. “Girls, I wan—I need to thank the both of you,” she says while looking from me to Aunt Jessica. “You have no idea… You guys saved me… Thank you.”
As we walk my mother back to her room, I realize that the lights don’t hurt my eyes like they used to. My mother grabs my hand and gives a little squeeze. She turns to give one last final hug.
“I love you Nicole,” she says looking me straight in the eye, for the first time as we say our last goodbyes.
When we begin to pull out of parking lot, I rest my head against the window unable to resist the smile on my face. I look over at Aunt Jessica who is smiling as well.
“We saved her,” I said.
“We saved her,” Aunt Jessica replied. 
