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Exact Change 
Speeds Trips
Ginger Graziano

 That final night before I took my kids to my parents and fell 
apart, I knew I was in deep trouble. I had kicked Larry out a week 
before and stopped taking any drugs. I hadn’t been able to sleep or 
eat much since. Jenny had been going to the corner grocery, buying 
eggs, milk and bread, and making French toast for Jeremy and her. 
 My mind wouldn’t shut down. It kept rolling out scenario 
after scenario—a litany of all the ways I’d screwed up. Without any 
drugs to keep me numbed I realized how precarious my situation 
was—no job, two kids to raise alone in a sketchy neighborhood. I 
didn’t know how we would survive and tried to come up with solu-
tions. Anything. I was losing my grip on the world. Flailing. Nothing 
made any sense.
 That last night, standing in the glare of the bathroom light, I 
surrendered to the chaos inside. My mind had been battered by what 
felt like a week in the middle of a stormy ocean while my small boat 
spun in helpless circles looking for a harbor but finding none. 
 I was convinced around midnight that we had to go west like 
we had done the previous summer on our camping trip and I be-
gan gathering clothes, pillows and blankets and stashing them in the 
trunk of my car. I filled plastic containers with food because we were 
evacuating. Escaping. I felt completely alone, unable to think clearly 
or reach for help. Panicked, I paced the rooms while my children 
slept, sure that the world was coming to an end. I had to get them to 
a safe place—west—before it did.
 Around five, before the late January dawn, people emerged 
from their houses, walking silently in pairs towards the Boulevard 
in Irvington, carrying brown paper bags. I was convinced they were 
leaving the planet. I raced upstairs to wake my children. I didn’t want 
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them left behind. I needed to get them out. Sleepy-eyed, they stared 
at me as I hurried them to get dressed. Jenny asked, “Where are we 
going? It’s the middle of the night.” 
 “We have to go west,” I said.
 I got them into the car and we sat there shivering, waiting 
for the heater to kick on. Which way should we go? I asked myself. 
Which road would get us away from here the fastest? I turned on 
the lights; saw that the gas gauge was almost on empty. Rummaging 
through my pocketbook, I found $3, not enough to get us anywhere. 
I had quit my job as a typesetter two weeks before. I couldn’t handle 
it. Now I needed money to go west.
 Would they take me back? 
 We showed up at the office just as everyone was arriving for 
the morning shift. I asked for my former boss and after a muffled 
phone conversation, the receptionist sidled out the door. My boss 
came in and stared at me.
 “Can I have my job back? Please. I need it.”
 He looked everywhere but at me and I realized from the glass 
window behind him how disheveled I was. I hadn’t showered in days. 
I was wearing the same clothes I had slept in for I don’t know how 
long.
 He called for his son who was my age, and I could hear him 
whisper into the phone, “I can’t handle her. She looks crazy. Would 
you deal with this?” 
 When his son arrived, he said, “You can’t have your job back. 
We’ve hired someone to replace you. You’ll have to leave,” all the 
while moving me towards the front door and out of their office. 
 Then Jenny spoke up. “Mommy, I have to go to school.” I 
looked at her standing against the wall under the Jobs Pending 
board. What was I doing here? 
 I mumbled, “Let’s go,” and led them through the office, my 
head down, not wanting to meet the stares of my former co-workers.
 I knew I was in trouble but I waited, shaking in the kitch-
en, until Jenny came home from school. Then I dressed them both, 
packed a bag and got in the car to drive to my parent’s apartment in 
Bayonne.
 The Garden State Parkway in late afternoon was already 
crowded with early rush-hour traffic. By the time I pulled up to the 
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tollbooths at Newark Airport, I was shaking. The planes taking off 
and landing over our heads frightened me. They flew so low I thought 
they were aiming for us. I merged onto the New Jersey Turnpike and 
exited at Bayonne. My parents were waiting at the front door when 
we arrived. I could see that my phone call had alerted them that 
something was wrong with me. But at least my kids would be safe.
 They already had dinner cooking when we got upstairs to 
their apartment and my kids fell into the comfortable routine they 
had at my parents. I couldn’t feel any comfort in being there and 
paced the rooms, agitated. After dinner my father insisted we stay 
the night and opened up the sleeper couch in the living room. I knelt 
in front of the little table that held the latest jigsaw puzzle they were 
working on. I began searching the floor. My father asked what I was 
doing and I told him I was looking for the missing pieces. My moth-
er went into the kitchen and I heard her talking on the phone, first to 
my brother Jim and then to his wife, Lynn, who was a nurse.
 I seemed to be viewing everything encased inside a glass 
bubble. Voices came from far away. My parents dressed my kids for 
bed and tucked them into their own bed. My mother said she’d sleep 
with me but I tossed, unable to sleep. I heard the planes flying into 
Newark. The streetlights shone into the living room. I kept thinking 
I needed to go into the city. Take the tunnel to see a friend of mine. I 
kept repeating “exact change speeds trips,” as if it was a mantra that 
if I said enough would calm me down and keep me steady because 
what I really felt was that I was slipping away and I would never find 
my way back if I let go.

- - - 
 Carrier Clinic gave me a safe place to rest and find my way 
back but what I remembered most was how at night I panicked, not 
believing that the sun would rise again or that morning would come. 
I wrapped myself in a blanket and sat by the nurses’ station just to see 
another human. I remember the locked ward they put me in at first 
and the Thorazine and other drugs they gave me. I finally refused 
to take them. I remember playing cards and smoking with the TV 
constantly on; patients rocking in corners or talking to themselves, 
strapped into chairs. I remember asking what was wrong with me. 
No one answered me. I remember finding AA meetings with titles 
like ‘Anger,’ ‘Guilt’ or ‘Fear.’ At last something made sense. I ended 
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up in a 28-day rehab program. Every week I received home-baked 
cookies, drawings from my children and encouraging letters from 
Maureen. I remember when I realized I had to go home and raise my 
children.

- - -
 I left the hospital after two months. Though officially spring, 
it was still cold and gray. My parents drove me to my brother’s house 
to pick up my car. I had a long drive to Hempstead, Long Island, to 
pick up my children from my friends who had taken them while I 
was away, even though they had two children of their own under six 
years of age. 

- - -
 I opened the front door of my apartment. I’d left with snow 
piled high in the streets and now it was the first day of spring and the 
trees still dripped from the recent downpour. Dirty snowmelt ran in 
streams along the curb.
 Our house was filled with the absence of life. Someone had 
taken down the Christmas tree but left stacks of presents heaped in 
the corner of the living room.
 I wandered into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, 
which I usually kept stocked with food. Even if I only had $20, I’d 
spend it on good food, a part of my Italian heritage. Empty. I could 
see the bare white walls, catsup, mustard, rice and an old shriveled 
apple. That was it.
 I walked the rooms like a disembodied ghost floating through 
someone else’s life. Two months in Carrier Clinic had taken me to 
many places that bore no resemblance to my cozy living room with 
its rust-colored couch. My plants were thriving. Who was watering 
them, I wondered?
 My kids slept in my car downstairs along with our bags and 
the food we’d stopped to buy before leaving Maureen’s. 
 The house was as cold as the refrigerator. I’d run out of oil. 
No chance to order any until tomorrow if I was lucky.
 I descended the long flight of stairs and one by one carried 
my sleeping children up to my bed and tucked them under the cov-
ers still in their coats. Then I brought up the bags of groceries and 
our clothes, a two-month accumulation that I lugged up the stairs 
and deposited inside the apartment door. 
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 After I put the food away, I flipped on the bathroom light and 
stared at my tear-stained face in the mirror. I had cried all the way 
home while my children slept. I had no energy to think about any 
of it. I turned out the lights and crawled into the cocoon of my bed, 
already warm from their sleeping bodies. I snuggled down, reached 
across to draw them close. I smelled Jenny’s newly washed hair and 
felt the comfort of my own bed, surprised to find myself here after 
having gone so far away that I didn’t think I could find my way back. 
And I had no idea what I was supposed to do now.
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