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1. The Depth of my Debt

“What can be added to the happiness of a man who is in health, out of debt, and has a clear conscience?”

Adam Smith

Waiting at the red light, it hits me. Maybe I could get five hundred pounds to have sex with someone?

It comes as a calm thought. A moment of suspension amidst a flurry of anxiety as I rush along the high street in my new neighbourhood in London.

I don’t like this route, but I have to traverse the city on the diagonal to save time.

I’m late and I’ve been working up a sweat, worrying. About money.

I glance at my reflection in a shop window.

I think I could probably get five hundred pounds to have sex with someone.

I’m in pretty good shape.

I’ve never given birth.

I’ve had sex with fewer than twenty-five — definitely fewer than thirty — people, ever. That’s got to be worth something.

The light is taking ages to change while traffic is stopped in all directions around me. I’ve been in the UK for a year and a half and I still don’t understand how the crosswalks work. Just as I place a foot off the curb, a horn blasts and a man in a red car whips past, calling me an idiot. I step back and wait.

Although at five hundred pounds a pop, I’d have to do it twenty times.

I imagine cold fingers peeling off my underwear. Then promptly shake it from my brain.

I can’t I can’t I can’t I can’t I can’t.

I pass the supermarket.

A homeless guy asks me if I can spare a pound.

Without pausing, I toss him a, “Sorry, man.”

“You can’t spare one pound?”

Over my shoulder I confirm, “No. I can’t spare one pound.”

I turn back in time to dodge dog shit smeared across the pavement.

I can see the bank now. And it hits me.

Maybe I could get a thousand pounds to have sex with someone?

I think I could probably get a thousand pounds to have sex with someone.

I check the time on my phone and pick up the pace, ducking around a trio of mothers strolling with their broods.

Although for a grand I’d probably have to spend the night.

And I’d still have to do it ten times.

That’s ten evenings.

Ten evenings is essentially two entire working weeks of my life.

Plus, my boobs are small. My labia’s messy. I don’t understand the politics of pubic hair. I’m not confident enough in my sexual prowess to charge that high a price. And what would I wear? Where would I advertise?

The Internet. The Internet; you advertise these things on the Internet.

I catch my reflection in the side-view mirror of a grocery delivery truck.

Oh god — would I have to post my picture?

Shuddering, I expel the thought.

I can’t I can’t I can’t I can’t I can’t

I arrive at the bank and it hits me.

Although, if I’m one rich person’s exact type, maybe could I get ten grand for one night.

Ten grand would change my life.

The door is heavy. I knock myself off balance prying it open. Then reprimand myself, I must not be a squishy-armed woman. I must be strong enough to open doors.

I enter the bank.

I’m directed up the stairs to a little room where I sit in a green upholstered chair and I ask for a line of credit.

Casilda, my financial adviser — or rather, the employee who happened to be free when I arrived — is pregnant.

She asks to see my UK tax returns. Careful not to aggravate the temperamental zipper on my backpack, I pull out a file folder and pass her the pages, explaining that I only have one set of taxes because I moved to the UK a year and a half ago.

She taps the pages on the desk, getting the corners straight before laying them down in front of her.

She narrows her eyes. “And why do you want a line of credit?”

“Well, I’m . . .” My heart is knocked sideways in my ribcage. Tears brew in my cheekbones. But I laugh. “Uh, I’m in debt and I . . .” Searching for the words that will stop me from crying, my eyes drift to the window. Not a blue scrap or sunbeam in the July sky, just endless diffused off-white.

She’s flipping through my documents, scrutinising them. Already this is not going how I’d planned it. How did I plan it? I didn’t plan it. That’s the problem. I assumed everything would just work out. I didn’t take any of the right steps; that’s why I’m here.

I take a sharp breath in through my nostrils and sit up straight. “I moved here from Toronto and it’s been a more expensive transition than I expected.”

Casilda nods. “So easy to underestimate costs. Especially with the exchange rate.”

I tell her I arrived in London with savings, but I’ve managed to burn through them.

She smiles sympathetically.

“And now,” I shake my head and roll my eyes, “I’m racking up debt on my Canadian credit card. And I . . .” My word supply dries up. Everything important has dried up — cash flow, work prospects and romance. The ledger of my life is a big fat zero.

Casilda asks how much debt is on the credit card.

I buy some time by pretending I need to check the statement. “About ten thousand pounds’ worth,” I whisper, referring to the top corner of my most recent bill. “And my interest rate is 19.25 per cent, so I thought . . .” Trying to get something right, this time I make sure my bills are neatly aligned before handing them over.

She takes them from me and swivels in her chair to face her computer screen. “It’s a bit tricky because you don’t have much banking history here.”

My poise pours out from some undetectable, unstoppable leak in my body. “I actually had good credit before the move. I have those statements too.” I begin searching for my flush bank statements from several years ago.

Casilda halts me and explains that because this is a UK bank, they’re only concerned with my banking history in the UK.

No sooner can I utter a protest, she has a new window open on her computer and another question for me. “What do you do for a living?”

“I’m self-employed.”

“Oh, that’s nice.”

“Sometimes.” I yank my mouth into a wide self-deprecating mail-slot smile.

She regards me expectantly, her fingers suspended above the keyboard.

“I’m an actor and a writer and I make solo shows — one-woman shows — and I take them on tour. And I also do a lot of voiceovers. Actually, that’s been my bread and butter.”

“Voiceovers?”

I tilt my head and turn it on, “Tune in Friday at eight on ITV-Be.”

She laughs and asks where else she may have heard my voice.

“I did a dog food advert a while ago and lots of stuff for a cable channel in South Africa.”

“Amazing,” Casilda says as she types.

“That’s why I’m here actually. Sorry, I meant to say. I did a voiceover job that was supposed to pay thirteen thousand pounds. It would have cleared my debt and given me a buffer.” The instant I catch Casilda’s eye, I impel myself to smile. She rubs her belly absent mindedly. “I just moved from a house where I was lodging with a couple in their seventies into a new flat because I thought I had that money coming in. I’d signed the buyout contract and everything, but right before the ad was meant to air, the client changed their mind.”

Casilda winces as I say this. I’m not sure if it’s me or if her baby’s just kicked. “The arts are so volatile,” she offers. She tells me her father was a musician in Poland and that watching him struggle after they moved to the UK was what convinced her to get a steady job.

I tell her the worst part is that my thirteen-thousand-pound advert was for a gambling company. “Serves me right for thinking I could luck out of having to work hard to pay off my debt.”

“I imagine you work very hard.”

“Sometimes.” I don’t tell her I was standing in a sopping wet bikini on the bank of the Hampstead Heath Ladies’ Pond on a Tuesday afternoon when my agent called to inform me that the advert had been pulled. I just say, “I made the mistake of resting on my laurels.” More like blithely lallygagging around as a bon vivant, thinking you’d been the winner of a windfall. “My grandma always told me not to count my chickens before they hatch.”

Casilda defends me, saying, “Yes, but it’s understandable.” She clicks on a few dropdown menus while studying my tax return. She wants to know if she’s seen me on TV.

I explain that I was working almost exclusively in the theatre before I moved. I want to brag about how busy and in-demand an actor I was in Canada, that I walked away from a year’s worth of work to relocate to London, but I’ve learned that my résumé is meaningless on this side of the pond. Instead I tell her that I’m doing a lot of improvised comedy at the moment and offer her free tickets to my show on Thursday.

She doesn’t respond to this but asks if I moved to the UK with a partner.

“No.” I press my tongue against the back of my teeth. “No, I moved here alone.”

“That’s brave.”

“I don’t know if it was ‘brave’. I moved here shortly after a break-up.” I moved here after one of many break-ups, with the same person, but I don’t say that.

She says she’s sorry.

“Oh, it’s okay. He had to go. It was—” I make a gentle farting noise and give the thumbs down.

Casilda looks bemused by this. “So it’s not as though you are someone’s dependent?”

“No.” I feel myself slipping into a memory trance, about to relive my most recent goodbye with my ex, T; the way he smoothed my halo of frizz outside the airport.

Casilda cuts my reverie short. “You’re not married or common law, now?”

“No. I’m alone.”

She asks which UK visa I’m on and I tell her I’ve just switched over from a Tier 5 Youth Mobility visa to a Tier 1 Exceptional Talent visa. She adjusts her wedding ring and turns to face me. She wants to know if my parents own property in the UK — if they have any banking history here. They don’t.

“Right. And are they — your parents — are they financially solvent?”

“I don’t know how much savings they have. But, my dad’s a retired professor, so — it’s not corporate money or medical money but it’s — yeah, they’re middle class. They’re not struggling.”

She pushes herself back from her desk, sliding my documents to one side. “Could they lend you some money?”

I shake my head.

She raises her eyebrows.

“No.” The harshness of my tone surprises me.

“Alright.” She pats her stomach as if to say quit it to the baby and swivels away from me again.

Her fingers tap at her keyboard. I pick at the cuffs of my fraying jean jacket. Out of the window I watch as a tiny patch of blue sky is swallowed up by a mass of grey clouds.

When she’s done crunching my numbers, Casilda turns back towards me. “Unfortunately you don’t meet the criteria for a line of credit.”

I cry. When she passes me a tissue, I reassure her. “It’s okay. I actually really like my life.” This is a lie, but I’ve got to have something. I lie and cry easily. I’m an actor. I’m thirty-one. I wipe the tears from the edges of my eyes, sniff snot back into my nose.

“Honestly Haley, I’m not supposed to say this, but, ask your parents to lend you some money.”

I shake my head again. “They’ll tell me to come home.”

“But if it’s only a buffer you need to get through a tricky time—”

“I can’t,” is all I manage to get out before honking my nose.

She commiserates, telling me London’s a stupidly expensive city, and returns my useless documents.

Hurrying to close my backpack and get out of there, I snag the zipper. Casilda stands with her hand held out to me. I take it in mine and shake it.

She encourages me to come back in six months’ time and try again. She’ll be on maternity leave but one of her colleagues will be able to help me. She wishes me good luck. I leave the bank with my bag open.

 

The Ledger

Love

Not over my ex, T

Money

– £10,284.71 in debt

£1,238.73 in bank

Career

No jobs lined up, no prospects & no auditions 

Total

0





2. Assessing my Assets

Asset, noun

	1.	a useful or valuable thing or person.


	2.	an item of property owned by a person or company, regarded as having value and available to meet debts, commitments, or legacies.


 

 

 

Dignity, Haley.

My mother’s voice rings in my head as I lean against the bank’s thick walls, fiddling with the zipper on my bag. Dignity. Don’t be a crying woman on the high street.

I roll my shoulders back and start to walk.

When I was sixteen, my high school boyfriend weaselled out of our relationship to date someone new and even though I was aware of this betrayal, months later I wanted him back. “Dignity, Haley,” my mum recommended from across the kitchen table. “Go where you’re wanted.” Which I understood to mean, only go after boys who like you.

I’ve always loved words. Perhaps because a sure-fire way to grab my English-professor father’s attention was a request to look one up in his multi-volume Oxford English Dictionary. In any case, I’ve long been in the habit.

Dignity is defined as:

 

1. the state of being worthy of respect.

2. a calm or serious manner.

3. a sense of pride in oneself, self-respect.

 

It seemed like a good thing to aspire to, and so with a thick black marker I wrote the word “Dignity” on a piece of cardboard, surrounded it with stickers and stuck it on my bedroom wall among my many collages. It was the first thing I saw upon waking and the last thing I saw before nodding off to sleep.

The concept has clung to me through the intervening years. I thought of dignity again as I wheeled my suitcase through Heathrow’s arrivals a few weeks ago. I was returning from a couple months in Canada, where I’d been touring one of my solo shows and trying again with my on-again off-again non-boyfriend boyfriend, T. We’d given it another go at his request. He believed he was capable of change and thought us both being in Canada could be a good way to start again. He wanted to try to commit — to forge an unconventional relationship with me. He’d convinced himself of this theory while in my absence, but in practice, he reverted to his old refrain. And so, after two meagre months on again and two sessions with a couples’ therapist, T and I returned to our original roles: me wanting more and him wanting less.

The night before I flew back to the UK, he told me he had changed his mind; he couldn’t commit after all. He still needed more time in the same city but didn’t know where he wanted to live. He said, long-distance relationships are imaginary — they’re not real. He lives in four cities. London isn’t one of them.

Maybe I should have called it quits right then, but I refused to reveal my devastation and held out hope he’d at least cop to loving me before I got on the plane. Besides, he wasn’t cruel about it; he was in knots. He didn’t want what we had to end, he just couldn’t see a way to commit further.

In the morning he doubled me on his bike all the way to the airport in Vancouver. I wore his T-shirt. He wore my backpack on his front and I balanced on the rat trap, holding his stomach with one hand and clutching the seat post with the other. Midway through the ride, we got smoothies at an outdoor market before having sex in a bathroom on the bike trail. By the time I was back on the rat trap, I had acid reflux from the apple in my smoothie and spent the remainder of the ride dry heaving and burping.

When we got to the airport, he smoothed my halo of frizzy hair and said, “You sweet thing.”

After almost three years of long-distance on-again off-again, he still hadn’t told me he loved me, and he wouldn’t agree to the label of boyfriend.

And so, dignity. When I got back to the UK, I ended it.

That’s what I’m thinking about as I take the long way home. Trying to retrace my steps to understand where I made the first wrong turn, how I could have prevented having so little to show for myself.

On Dickenson Road I pass a couple encircled by grocery bags, kissing at the front door of what I presume to be their home. A hydrangea the colour of watermelon in full bloom augments the scene. They’re both wearing leather sandals.

I push down the torrent of I have nothing I have nothing I have nothing. I itch to get drunk, but I don’t want to spend the money. I text my friend Milo, Drinks tonight? I’m dancing with the demons. Wheee! x

Home. Langdon Park Road. Navid’s compact flat is carpeted and clean. He’s owned it for several years and I’m his most recent tenant. Of the four flats in our building, I’m the only inhabitant who works from home. Situated on a residential street in the north end of the city, its large west-facing windows make this flat a tiny oasis of tranquillity and warmth.

In London, the possibility of living alone isn’t available to me. Especially since the gods have taken a vacuum to my work life and I now face an empty calendar. But I like this carpeted cocoon I’ve wound up in.

Navid’s dishes are piled high in the sink. Pina the cleaner is coming tomorrow. Even so, I methodically place the plates and cutlery in the dishwasher, put a pellet in and listen to it hum.

If Navid was my boyfriend I’d be infuriated by his wilful inability to put his dishes in the dishwasher, but as his flatmate, I’ve chosen to not be annoyed by it, as it’s his only irritating quality.

“Now, Visa,” I say out loud.

Milo texts back, Oh dude. Bad time at bank? Drinks sure. 8pm? Or Franco Manca? My treat. I can come to you. x

I reply, Yes pizza. I’ll meet you there then! x

Being a good friend is Milo’s modus operandi. Not just to me, to everyone he knows. I met him at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe about a year ago, in the queue for a bao truck. He hates being alone, which means he’s always down for meals and taking in artsy stuff.

In the bathroom I squeeze the blackheads on my nose for all they’re worth, collecting the pus on a square of toilet paper, watching my collection grow. I have to pee so badly my teeth tingle. Sometimes I hold my pee in just to savour the power and relief of releasing it with force.

As I wash my hands, I stare at my face in the mirror, fixing my closed-lip smile so I can bear to see what’s looking back. You can do this. You have to do something to right this shipwreck. You can’t not do anything.

I call Visa. Sitting at my tiny desk with my recent bills in front of me and my phone on speaker, I enter my security information and wait until a real person arrives on the line.

In my friendliest, shit-together voice I ask if they can decrease my interest rate from 19.25 per cent to “something like eleven? I think I have a friend who has it for eleven.”

The agent goes quiet as he examines my file. I listen to the rumble of other voices in the background, imagining a vast room lit by fluorescent lights, rows of people sitting at desks speaking into headsets, consoling customers about their lost and stolen credit cards. The agent says since I’m maxed out, they can’t decrease my interest rate until I can prove I’m able to pay off my bill.

“But I’m paying four thousand dollars a year in interest on this balance.”

“Unfortunately that’s how interest works.”

My armpits get moist and my tone sharpens. “I understand how interest works, but it seems to me that 19.25 per cent is highway robbery, especially since I have been a loyal customer, with good credit. Until recently.”

“Yes, I can see that; however—”

I cut the agent off to explain that it’s the move, the exchange rate, that I’ve had a job fall through, that I’m not in a civil partnership, I can’t ask my parents and work is slow. “And now, my credit card is maxed out. My chequing account will be in overdraft. I don’t have a savings account. And my rent is due.”

The agent says he appreciates where I’m coming from and he’s sorry to hear I’ve fallen on hard times.

“It’s not ‘hard times’, it’s just . . .” I gaze out the window into the flat across the road. “What do you suggest I do?”

“I put my card in the freezer. I know that sounds stupid, but I do.”

I laugh. “Too late.”

“Guess so.”

I seize the opening and begin to bargain. “Could you not charge me interest this month? Could I have a grace period, so I can get ahead of this?”

He says he’ll have to check with his manager, but he believes if I can demonstrate that I’m actively taking steps to pay down the bill then they may be able to waive my interest fees for a month.

Without thinking, I exclaim, “I’m going to sell some things! I’m going to have a yard sale.”

As I say this, I look around my room and realise the only things I could sell, the only things I own that are worth anything, have all been given to me by my different ex-boyfriends.

While the Visa agent goes to check with his boss, I take stock. I’ve got a ukulele and a bike and a sapphire necklace. I’ve also got a vintage typewriter and a handmade porcelain and mango wood jewellery box.

“So, Haley, I’ve spoken with my manager.” I sense a smile in his voice.

“Yes?”

“And as a one-time exception and a gesture of goodwill, we will waive this month’s interest charge.”

“Oh, thank you so much,” I say talking over him. My shoulders drop and I place both my palms on my heart.

“You don’t have to pay this month’s minimum payment. But next month, you need to pay the cumulative minimum, and we’ll start charging you interest again.”

“THANK YOU.” I say it in all caps. I say it as if I’ve got both hands on the agent’s shoulders and I’m forcing him to make eye contact with me. I want this to land. I am grateful.

I hang up the phone. Get up, walk into the living room, throw a few punches into an imaginary punching bag, do some fancy footwork, raise my hands to the ceiling and say, “Thank you.” I’m not religious but in my less cynical moments I subscribe to the notion that gratitude begets good things, even if those things are just good feelings. Then I lie down on the cream carpet in a patch of afternoon sunlight.

I’m having a yard sale. “The Ex-Boyfriend Yard Sale” springs into my mind. I chuckle out loud, then roll over, rock up, and begin gathering my goods for sale, laying them out on the sofa.

I have a vintage Olympia Splendid 66 portable, manual typewriter, housed in its original leather case, with the instruction booklet and cleaning brushes. Never been used by me.

There’s the Hora ukulele, made in Romania, which is sadly missing a string.

Probably the most expensive object is the white gold, sapphire and diamond necklace, strung on a white gold chain. Only worn twice. Good as new.

The porcelain and mango wood jewellery box was crafted by a semi-famous ceramist in Finland.

And then of course my bicycle. A 10 speed ladies’ bike, the letters on its low crossbeam read “Free Spirit” — a Sears Canada model, which, as I discovered when taking it for a major tune-up, has its own slightly different sizing for each of its parts, making them very difficult to replace.

I wonder if I can sell my “well-loved” denim Herschel backpack. It was made in the era before the company went mainstream. I figure that integrity might matter to someone, so I add it to my line up.

Stepping back, I behold my bounty, these talismans of invested time and emotion that ultimately did not pay off.

Not wanting to let my fickle assets out of my sight, I sit on the floor, leaning against the TV stand, my laptop cooking my thighs. I’ve gone to Google to investigate the going rates for similar objects online.

I’m a third generation yard sale aficionado. I’ve been visiting them and hosting them my entire life. My maternal grandfather had a basement filled with treasures and bric-a-brac and my aunt Harlow took up the torch with unbridled fervour. Harlow collects almost everything (coins, soapstone carvings, pottery, Royal Family memorabilia, 1950s kitchen appliances, bone china, period costumes, cameras, sheet music for organs, craft supplies, stickers, nutcrackers and vintage swimwear to name a few). Together they indoctrinated me. Many Saturdays of my childhood were spent cruising for signs pointing to yard sales, hunting down treasures in the rubble.

As an adult, when I asked Harlow why yard sales, she said it was because no matter how little money you have, they make you feel rich. While I love this feeling as a buyer, it occurs to me that the traditional front lawn yard sale will not deliver me the best bang for my buck. Or best buck for my bang.

The notion of my neighbours standing on my stoop, haggling over my vintage typewriter, gives me the heebie-jeebies. I don’t want them diminishing the value of my precious objects — how could they ever truly appreciate their worth when they don’t know the stories attached to them? Plus, yard sales aren’t really a thing in the UK — they have “car boot sales” and I don’t have a car. Nor do I have a yard. The front “garden” is a tiled area sunken below street level that belongs to the people who own the garden flat. No, the objects will have to go online, where hobbyists and connoisseurs will comprehend them and fork out dough for their cachet. I suffer a modicum of ancestral guilt at this decision but needs must.

My phone rings. It’s Ollie, my childhood best friend. I’ve known him since we were seven. We walked home from school together, feeding our mutual affinity for cross-country running, embroidery-floss bracelets and reading books with female protagonists. Since then we’ve seen each other through umpteen phases of disparate popularity and opposing interests and now our relationship is familial, we’re bound by our shared history.

“Ollieeee!” I say, drawing out the “e” part of his name as I always do.

And he responds in kind, matching my intonation and holding on to the “ley” part of Haley.

Ollie’s been calling more than usual since he arrived in Ghent for a research project. Ironically, he followed my mother’s footsteps into a career in molecular biology. I fill him in on what I’m up to, running him through the objects for sale. He wants to know why there is nothing in the collection from my high school boyfriend, who Ollie got to know quite well. Exasperated, I remind him that the most expensive thing that ex got me was a ticket to see Matthew Good Band, and since we were broken up by the time the concert rolled around, I didn’t go.

“Oh yeah,” he says, and then we both go quiet.

Ollie was a first-hand witness to the cataclysmic nature of my first heartbreak. Even now, he holds a certain reverence for it. Also, Ollie’s going through a divorce.

“He did make me a mix tape.”

“That’s good.”

“No one is going to want to buy a mix tape from 2002, featuring the music of Phish, Counting Crows and Blink 182.”

Ollie rattles off lyrics about a movie sneak preview, and we laugh. And then he probes, “What about T? What did he give you?”

“He only paid for flights. Oh, and I have his T-shirt. It’s a second-hand Royal Canadian Navy T-shirt.”

Ollie says, “You should see if you could sell those things too.”

We talk about it and decide I should write descriptive Gumtree posts for each of the items — posts that include a little too much emotional information — to see if I can convince someone out there my stuff is worth more than it would be on my front lawn.

“And how about I title each post ‘The Ex-Boyfriend Yard Sale’?”

“That’s great.” Ollie is sparing with his praise and even more sparing with his artistic green lights. “Also, it’s the Internet — there is a buyer for everything.” One of Ollie’s exes did a brief stint as an editor in the online porn industry, so he knows. “If the price isn’t right, you don’t have to sell, but you might be surprised by what people are willing to pay for stuff they want.”

I tell him, “I did see a similar typewriter on Etsy for four hundred and forty dollars. Plus shipping.”

“Exactly.”

When we hang up, I close my laptop and open my notebook. In block letters with pen I write:

 

INVENTORY FOR THE EX-BOYFRIEND YARD SALE

Mix Tape

Necklace

Ukulele

Bicycle

Typewriter

Backpack

Jewellery Box

T-shirt

 

I’ve got eight items from eight different ex-boyfriends to price, post and sell to the highest bidders.
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