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Prologue


UNDER THE FLUORESCENT BANK lights, I was sweating. The loan officer had taken my Social Security number, birthdate, and signature with him to another room where, I presumed, he was feeding it into a computer that would tell him how trustworthy I was.


I am very very very trustworthy, I had attempted to tell him with my eyes when I sat across a desk from him moments before. I was still wearing the sweatshirt and sweatpants I’d slept in after waking up late from my serving job at a college bar in Ann Arbor. I’d brushed my teeth but not my hair. I tried to make my face say: in three weeks I will graduate from a highly selective university, after which I will enroll in a competitive teaching program. Soon, I would be in a room with twenty-five children helping them understand language and narrative, forces that translate and shape the world.


I studied the faded Social Security card I’d brought with me. I’d never had my own credit card before, and I was not familiar with the equation that would produce it. My Social Security number confirmed that I was alive, that I existed, and the numbers conjured from my credit history told a story about that existence. I wondered if my data would convey to the bank my need. Without a credit card, my transition into the adult world would be challenging. I was twenty-two years old, and I still thought that the bank would care.


I removed the thin fleece I’d been using in place of a real jacket and laid it across my lap as if it were a sleeping child, showing the bank how careful and gentle I was. I looked down at my old sneakers, sticky with tap beer. I needed new ones, but that’s not where the card’s invisible money would be spent: that money would go toward teaching clothes, soap, kitchen items, a printer, groceries, a train card.


Around me, I heard the churn of the bank. People giving and taking with a certainty and ease I longed for. The account I’d kept there since sophomore year had never grown fuller than five hundred dollars, and every time I used my debit card, my stomach hurt: I didn’t trust that the account numbers on the ATM slips were accurate. Maybe, this time, my account would be empty.


The man returned holding a milk-colored folder. The smile he left with had deflated, and his lips were pressed into a flattened balloon. He was disappointed in me, and I didn’t understand why. “I really appreciate your help,” I heard myself saying. Always I was searching for evidence that people around me thought I didn’t belong at college, and I calibrated my words and my smile to respond accordingly, to remind them of my gratitude, as if gratitude conferred belonging. Maybe the computer told him that he should not give me much credit, and he was embarrassed to tell me.


“You were not approved for a card,” he said, resuming his earlier position, across the wood desk. He opened the folder and then began, sheet by sheet, to lay out the pages of a printed document, as if plating slices of bread.


I’d never seen a credit report before and now here was mine in front of me, and it contained more pages than made sense. I didn’t look at it yet, instead waiting for the man to keep speaking. When he didn’t, I asked, “Why?”


He pushed a page of the report toward me, and if he was speaking then, I couldn’t hear him because the numbers bent and warped the world around me. Unfamiliar debts stretched big and wide across pages and years. A credit card for a gas station and one for an underwear store and an enormous student loan from a bank and then another, larger loan from another bank. The numbers gathered and blended: $13,625. $1,014. $30,561. $40,494. $865. $7,584. They went on and on. The bank had gone quiet, but the debt was shouting at me.


I couldn’t have anticipated it then, but the debt would keep shouting at me for the next fifteen years as I searched through memory, history, and literature. As I talked to collectors, debtors, and experts, as I traced my body’s changes in order to understand what debt had done to me and why. To understand what debt does to all of us.


I looked again and again, picking up sheets and then setting them down, seeing and not seeing them all at once. The debts totaled at least a hundred thousand dollars. “There has been a mistake,” I told him, after the silence had ripened, and I sensed that he was waiting for me. “I know I have a handful of loans from the Department of Education, though how many and for how much I’m not sure. Nothing else on here is mine, though. I don’t recognize any of this,” I said to him. “It can’t be mine.” I forced myself to breathe.


“If there is a mistake,” he said, “you’ll need to take that up with the police.” His conjunction, if, was a sharpened knife. He did not believe me. I needed to leave. I moved backward in time, re-piling the credit report, page by page, and then placing it in the folder. Waking the sleeping child of my fleece and clothing each arm with it, before rising beneath the sharp lights. Retracing my steps through the center of the bank, past the teller and the plastic brown coffee dispenser, out the glass doors into a cold, wet city. Walking just across the street, to my college home, a three-story co-op with chipping gray paint. Up the damaged front steps from which weeds would sprout between the boards in a few more weeks, into the carpeted front hall.


And then backward. To the dorm I’d first lived in, north of campus, surrounded by thick trees and deer, and then farther, traveling across I-94 to my childhood home, so close to Lake Michigan that sometimes seagulls landed in our park. Into my bedroom, its windows head-height so that as a child I stood on my twin bed to see the silver maple in our front yard or to see the moon. Backward to the other house, the tiny white one with a carport instead of a garage, a sandbox in the backyard, into my bassinet, into my father’s arms, into my mother’s arms and before that, her body.


This isn’t real. It’s a mistake, I thought, even as some part of me already knew it wasn’t.


Seated on the floor of my room, I did not call the police, as the man suggested. Instead, I called my mother. Though we had not been close since before college began, it was still her that I went to when things went wrong. During my sophomore year, when I lost a tampon inside of me, I called her to ask what to do. She told me that it probably wasn’t lost, just turned around, and that I could see an OBGYN for support. A few years later, when a UTI led to a kidney infection with pain and a fever, she counseled me again to get help. She reminded me to listen to my body’s messages, which for some reason, I didn’t trust. And now here was a message not from my body but from the bank, that conveyed another emergency of my well-being.


I dialed her number, a sequence so familiar it felt like coming home. She picked up immediately, and I told her what had happened. “I think I need to report this to the police,” I said. I wanted her to say that we would figure it out, that there was, in fact, a way out of the harm that someone, a stranger, had done to me.


She paused for a long time after—a silence that would echo out past the call into all the years ahead—before she said, “Please don’t call them. Honey, I’m so sorry. It was me. All of it was me.”















Chapter 1






	Lender

	Date Opened

	Outstanding Balance

	Monthly Payment

	Account Status






	AES/NCT

	08/01/2004

	$24,193

	$182

	Open






	US Department of Education

	09/01/2004

	$13,625

	$118

	Open






	Citi

	11/01/2004

	$1,014

	$10

	Open






	WFNNB/ Victoria’s Secret

	02/01/2005

	$431

	$20

	Open






	AES/NCT

	06/01/2005

	$30,561

	$230

	Open






	Bank of America

	08/01/2005

	$7,584

	—

	Closed/Collection






	AES/NCT

	09/01/2005

	$14,994

	$113

	Open






	Shell/Citi

	12/01/2005

	$289

	$44

	Open






	AES/NCT

	01/01/2006

	$29,166

	$220

	Open






	AES/NCT

	05/01/2006

	$14,699

	$110

	Open






	ACS/GCO Ed Loan Fund

	08/01/2006

	$30,246

	$207

	Open






	AES/NCT

	01/01/2007

	$14,640

	$129

	Open






	AES/Chase Bank

	09/01/2007

	$40,494

	$357

	Open






	Cavalry Portfolio Services

	07/01/2009

	$11,448

	—

	Closed/Collections






	

	

	$233,384

	$1,740







THE CALL, AS I remember it, lasted only minutes beyond my mother’s confession, stretching just past her apology. I’m not sure if I pushed her for immediate answers or accepted her promise that she’d explain it all soon. Alone in my bedroom afterward, I sat on the dirty carpet, flipping through the report, reading from the window’s weak, ambient light. Sometimes, I paused to study a detail. What did AES/NCT stand for? I assumed that AES/NCT debt was an education loan, but I didn’t understand who the lender was or why two lenders were listed. Was it connected to school? Could I have needed all this money, somehow, for tuition? Questions appeared and blended and dissolved and reappeared in new forms. Outside my door, I could hear my roommates talking, picking up their keys and putting on their coats. Their lives remained unchanged from an hour earlier.


There were so many debts for AES, similarly shaped but distinct. The smallest debt was over $14,000—more than two semesters of tuition and fees—and the largest was over $40,000. I picked up and set down the report, reading bits of information, and then pausing when it felt unmanageable, threatening. Why would they give my mother this money? And how? The only way I could manage the cold and breaking wave inside my body was to say, Okay, this is bad, this is insane, this doesn’t make any sense, but I don’t have all the information yet, and this might not be entirely correct. Any minute, my mom is going to call me back and clarify everything.








[image: ]











In my earliest memory of my mother, she presses my four-year-old face against her salmon-colored cashmere sweater. She smells like she always did: of hairspray, floral perfume, and lipstick, which smelled earthy, like the desert. A few moments earlier my two friends had sat across from me on my daybed, tossing stuffed animals back and forth over a sort of no man’s land between us. We reached into and out of the empty zone, gathering new things and then throwing them. I loved human-like toys—Barbies and dolls and books with people in them—and the older of the two threw a large plastic baby at me, hitting my nose, and releasing blood all over my face, and after I screamed and my mother ran in, all over my mother’s sweater as she clutched me whispering, “You’re okay you’re okay you’re okay.”


At four I’d begun to understand my mother and I as separate beings with our own eyes and arms and voices, but I still collapsed us sometimes. I remember crying in my basement daycare, lying down for a nap, thinking that wherever my mother was, she’d know I was upset and that I missed her because she’d be crying, too. When my mother cut her long, straight blond hair into a bob around that time, I cried again. She’d been transformed and without my consent. Every part of her was sacred, statuary. I did not want her to change how she applied her makeup or for her to wear new clothes that I’d never seen: I wanted her to be knowable and constant, an extension of me.


As I got older, I allowed for our mutual and disparate evolutions. Her hair got larger and flatter and larger as she tried out new styles with more and less hairspray. My hair, blondish and thin as a kid, turned brown, grew fuller and frizzier, and I clipped it and braided it and straightened it—at first with her help, and then on my own. Even as my mother’s wardrobe responded to trends, she always chose items washed in color: tangerine, fuchsia, kiwi, lemon. In middle school and high school, I stopped dressing like a child-version of her. I wore wool and earth tones, worn T-shirts from Goodwill, replicating styles I’d seen in magazines.


Our divergence wasn’t only an aesthetic one. By the time I was a teenager, it was clear that we fit into the world in different ways. My mother was loud, always talking, quick to share the story of a raccoon in our garage to a stranger. She never wanted to be still. Never wanted silence. Never wanted to spend too long in the interiors of her mind. Things swirled chaotically all around her, and she lovingly, excitedly, churned them. I was quieter, more apt to study people than to talk to them, and I resisted any moment in which people would turn their gaze and attention toward me. I hated having conversations with people I didn’t know, unless I was interviewing them as a high school journalist. Even as a teenager, I’d walk to the swings in the park, located across the street from my house in a giant field behind the fire station and, with my CD player on, pendulum through the low sky, yellow field all around me, bats chirping and darting like thick black confetti. Sometimes my best friend, who lived a few blocks away, would join me, and we’d swing in silence until it was dark.


Occasionally, my and my mother’s bodies would collide again. In elementary school, home with the flu, my mother pressed wet, cool rags to my forehead and braided my hair to keep it away from my face. In high school, after I dropped a frozen turkey on my foot, breaking it in three places, she helped me into the shower, and used the wand of a therapeutic ultrasound machine to massage the tissue above the breaks, warming and healing the fractures.


Our differences weren’t essential—they did not need to dictate how we related to one another. And still: It had begun to feel to me as if our wiring meant there were things we could not understand about each other. Or maybe it meant that we didn’t know how to talk to one another about what we did not understand. But it was her touch I wanted when I hurt.
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In many ancient civilizations, debt collection was facilitated by a threat against a body, though whose body depended on social and legal customs. In ancient India and Ireland, according to bankruptcy scholar Louis Edward Levinthal, a creditor could sit at a debtor’s doorway until the outstanding debt was paid, which it often was because “public opinion would have punished instantly and severely the debtor who allowed his creditor to become exhausted or to die of starvation before his door.” Instead of threatening the debtor’s body directly, the creditor threatened himself first. It seems to me that this decision was in part a calculation about what the community was willing to bear. It was the creditor’s suffering that they could not tolerate. And it was the community’s punishment that motivated the debtor to pay. What’s left implied in this historical account is that the debtor had the money all along and was waiting for the right threat to extract it.


In Egypt, a debtor was compelled to pay by “spiritual sanction.” He pledged repayment on the body of a recently deceased family member, most often his father. In the absence of payment, the creditor was given the right to open his family’s tomb, remove his father’s corpse, and reseal the tomb without it. When I read this detail, I thought of Antigone’s quest to bury her brother, even in the face of her own possible death. An unburied body, or a body unburied, disrupts grief and the journey to the spirit world. I wonder what happened to these ancient borrowers that made repayment impossible—how many bodies were taken back. Levinthal does not write what the creditor did with the body afterward, though the resurrection suggests an eternal homelessness, a wandering far and wide away from family.


He notes that this pledge was enforced by the community rather than by the law, and that the debtors themselves could not be enslaved by the creditors because it was the state to which they owed their bodies for governance, labor, or war.
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A few days after learning about the debt, I took a walk by the Huron River and called my father. “Did you know?” I asked. By then I must have had a narrative for the debt’s origins, albeit an incomplete one: likely, that my parents had run out of money and used the loans to survive.


My father’s voice was sticky. It kept getting caught in his throat. He hadn’t known, he said. At least not about all of it. He’d known there had been some loans, enough to cover school but not this other stuff. “Was it study abroad that got things all messed up?” he asked, a question I’d keep returning to in the years ahead. For five months, I lived in a small beach-side suburb of Sydney in a large co-op house a few blocks from the ocean—a strange, decadent impossibility, and a gift I didn’t think I deserved, even as I got a job halfway through the semester to help support myself. He needed there to be a clear cause for what had happened, and it would be easier if I was that cause.


“My semester didn’t cost over two hundred thousand dollars. And I got a scholarship for it,” I said. That was beside the point; the bulk of the loans were acquired before the program began. The gray sky and the river met and blended. “It wasn’t my fault.” But I doubted myself. Maybe college was a giant pit, sucking us inward, scrambling the logic of our resources. Maybe I was to blame.


My father did know that our finances were really bad, he admitted. It was all a mess, and he wasn’t sure how they’d get out of it, but they would. And then they’d turn their attention toward my debt, and they’d figure that out, too. I felt the futurity of his promise. How long would it be? How much would the debt grow in the meantime? And how would I make payments as I waited for support? As I walked back toward campus, I carried with me twin beliefs: I had been abandoned by my family, and they would never fix this, no matter how much they wanted to. And they loved me and would make it okay someday. These beliefs shifted around inside me, competing for space. I couldn’t hold on to both for long.


My relationship with my father had always been easy, though less intimate than with my mother. When I was born and for many years after, my father worked at a factory that made tank systems, compressors, and pumps, and the repetitive movement of his hands on the machines, moving levers, touching products, rinsing in chemicals, meant that his hands were worn and chapped. In the winter, despite sleeping in gloves coated with Vaseline, his hands would crack open, exposing thin red rivers. In my earliest memory of him, he asked for another chicken nugget, and, scared to hurt him or perhaps scared of him, I dropped it into his palm so that I didn’t touch him, before looking up into his gray-blue eyes and feeling ashamed. He was often tired, even when the nature of his work shifted, and he was moved into an office. When my sister and I left the basement lights on or dropped our wet towels on the carpet or forgot to close the door to the thick humidity of summer, he snapped at us in a voice both cold and angry.


He was funny, though, with a strong sense of comedic timing, delivering jokes about himself, or my sister, mother, and me that were insightful without being mean. He could grab a strange detail from one of our stories and recite it back to us later, repackaged with humor—a trick that showed he was listening and that dulled the alienating discomfort of adolescence. And he laughed easily, tapped into and cocreated bits that we could recycle into conversations later. We often sat together on our back patio or in our living room without talking, passing pages of the newspaper back and forth or reading our separate books in silence. In that way, we seemed more alike. Our silence felt desired and shared.


While my college matriculation preserved the warm distance I’d always had from my father, it widened the fault line between my mother and me. Neither she nor my father had gone to college—though my father would eventually complete a degree in the evenings after work—and none of their parents had finished high school. We all sensed that I was departing for a place from which I’d never truly return. My parents and I never discussed in detail how we’d manage college financing, either the processes that created it or the money that fed it. They completed the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) on my behalf. It never occurred to me that I might be the one to do it. I knew that I’d work part time during the school year, which I did for more and more hours as college went on, and full time during the summer to pay for whatever I could—my living expenses, and, by senior year, my rent. A combination of my parents and my future, in the form of debt, would pay for the rest, though it was never clear to me how much each of us was contributing in an individual semester. That I didn’t know this or didn’t think that I should ask about it was a testament to my parents’ financial politics, which I’d inherited: We didn’t discuss money, especially our own, and my mother managed everything because that’s what she was good at. She’d worked at a bank since she was sixteen, moving out of the teller window and into an office where she approved, created, and dispersed debt to people in the form of automobile loans.


As college went on, my family’s financial health frayed alongside my relationship with my mother. She lost her job and was out of work for a while; my parents fell behind on all their bills; there were lots of bounced checks; and my university bill was often paid late, sometimes after many e-mails and a red symbol that emerged on my student account, blinking sharply at me each time I checked the portal. I thought of these snags as painful, singular events, linked to one another, but discrete from everything else. We’d move through it and be on the other side.
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In phone calls with my mother in the weeks after I discovered the debt, I tried to understand the scale of it. “Why so much money? Where did it all go?” Around that time, I wrote a short story about a young woman who gradually and then completely disintegrates. The first sign: She finds her toenails on the lawn, brightened by moonlight. Seeking answers from my mother was an attempt, more than anything, to shore myself up, keep myself intact. I didn’t expect that the answers would be satisfying.


“We were going to lose the house,” she told me in one phone call, as if that loss offered an explanation, as if I should be the one responsible to mitigate that loss.


I, too, loved our home, which my grandfather and father had extended and molded, and my mother had painted and papered. Every few years, the colors and patterns of its interiors shifted, and, outside, something new was planted or added. A dogwood tree. A basketball hoop. And when my father’s father passed away and he received a small inheritance: a pool in our backyard. My footprints were pressed into the cement below the pool liner. Our home was the place we performed rituals of love and family, and it was a marker of the middle-class life my parents had climbed into. To give up our home—or, rather, to allow the bank to take it away—would feel like watching bulldozers at work on the architecture of our lives. The loss of our home, for her, was both real and symbolic.


And yet, accepting her explanation—that this debt was a necessary strategy to keep our house—felt like being forced into a truce with something monstrous. It left me on edge, unable to sit in one place for too long. My parents couldn’t tell me how much the loan payments would be or when they would begin or how we would afford to pay them. That spring, walking around the newly green and budding city, I studied every flower, every doorway, every petal for threats, which emanated from the landscape all around me, which seemed to emanate from inside me, too.


“I was always going to pay you back,” my mother said in many of the calls, an assurance designed to soothe us both: Her harm had an escape hatch. But I understood that her and my father’s combined middle-class incomes were not nearly enough for them to pay back the debt in their lifetimes. Sometimes, I threw my flip phone after our calls, daring it to break. There was no money for another one. They have abandoned me. I took turns holding each belief before I eventually set the first aside, realizing it was the second one I needed to survive. They love me and will figure it out.
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Debt collection practices across the ancient world depended on collective surveillance and collective shame. And many depended on the participation of living family members, who never acquired the debt to begin with. How did these debts remake what was intimate and sacred between them? According to Hindu law, you could maim or enslave someone who didn’t pay, or you could enslave his wife. In ancient Babylon, insolvent debtors were regularly sold into slavery, and if the debt was large enough, so, too, were their kin. Debt was rarely solitary in its cruelty. It didn’t just wound one person but many: a mother, maybe, and a daughter, too.


In Roman law, recorded in the Twelve Tables, a borrower pledged his own body to a creditor. If he was unable to pay back his debt, his creditor could have him executed or make him his slave, after which he could kill him or sell him to another country. Levinthal reminds readers of the old proverb, “He who cannot pay with his purse pays with his skin.” Many penalties for unpaid debt confused what was owed with who owed it—a fusion of money and personhood. In other words, if you couldn’t pay, then it was your body that you should give. And if your body was not enough, you should give away someone else’s.
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For a few weeks, I carried the credit report with me everywhere, as if it weren’t a compilation of financial harm but a favorite toy, a stuffed bear named Patches that I needed to fall asleep when I was away from home. I unfolded and refolded the report so frequently that its creases calcified into bones. With vertebrae, it was alive. I thought about it all the time: as I lay in bed staring out the window, as I read Clarissa beneath a tree in the quad, as I revised a final essay at the coffee shop, as I cried in the English Department bathroom in the stall with the W. S. Merwin poem: “Your absence has gone through me / Like thread through a needle. / Everything I do is stitched with its color.”


Sometimes I used the report’s contents to search something briefly online, information I couldn’t hold on to: None of it meant anything to me yet. What I wanted from the report was to see something new, a detail that would offer me a key to unlock the puzzle. Why had the theft happened? What should I do to fix it? With a few of my closest friends I pleaded: Look at this report and please tell me what to do. When none of my friends could help me, and the report failed to give instructions for its own undoing, I threw it away. I didn’t need it anymore, anyway. We had fused together, and it was part of me now.















Chapter 2


HALFWAY THROUGH MY TEACHER training program in July 2008, and for the first time that I could remember, my aunt called. Something was obviously wrong. Standing in my dorm in Queens, just out of the shower, a thin towel wrapped around me, I considered allowing the call to go to voice mail so I could receive her news, whatever it was, from a distance. But worried that someone was sick or hurt or dead, I picked up.


“Your mom has been arrested,” she explained to me, not pausing for a response, but using the inertia to carry her through the rest of what she needed to tell me. My mother had been charged with workplace embezzlement and health-care fraud, both of which she’d done in her position managing medical billing at a dentist office. I imagined the office, which was in a repurposed ranch-style home, a couple of miles from Lake Michigan.


I spun slowly as we talked, taking in the dorm room. With the exception of the clothes in my closet, there was almost nothing of mine in the room. The posters I’d made for teaching, the binders full of pedagogical theory and planning support, and the stack of papers waiting to be commented on had little to do with me and nothing to do with home—with the place I’d come from before moving here. I felt the urge to touch something that knew me or was part of me, some object cloaked in memory or meaning. I had nothing.


“I’m sorry, Kristin,” she said. She sounded sad. And tired. My father had asked her to call because he couldn’t. It was unclear if it was my sorrow and confusion or his that he couldn’t face. I didn’t ask my aunt to clarify.


I learned that my mother had a severe gambling addiction and had borrowed money from many of her family members, maxed out all her credit cards and, then, when all the credit lines had collapsed, she’d taken money from her employer. I sat on the twin bed, looking out the window. In Michigan, the peaches would be sweet and full. The farms that fanned out from the lake smelled like manure and rotting fruit by midsummer. I missed it.


“She wanted to pay it all back and she thought she’d be able to,” my aunt said to me, leaving another sentence implied: Of course that would be impossible. As we spoke, my mother was in jail waiting for her parents to pay her bail—my parents had no money—so that she could return home where she’d remain until the trial. I felt something familiar coil and uncoil within me.


After we’d hung up and I dressed, I sat on the open lawn away from the dorms. My aunt didn’t mention my name in the list of people my mother had either borrowed or stolen from, and it didn’t occur to me that I should demand inclusion. What my mother faced was life-destroying—addiction, criminal charges, the pang of an empty bank account that would never be refilled. She no longer had a job, and my father’s modest salary would go toward her defense and everything else. Even if she avoided incarceration, they would lose everything.


I felt myself dissipating—breaking up into smaller and smaller pieces with wet and softening edges. I bled into the campus, the classroom, my summer school students, my mother, our debt. To demand that my mother and family contend with what had happened to me would require me to solidify again. I would first have to insist on my own existence, and I couldn’t.
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Steph acquired the first of her loans when she was sixteen and enrolled in Simon’s Rock (now called Bard College at Simon’s Rock), a college that serves high-achieving young students who are ready to attend college before their peers.


I spoke with Steph, who was thirty-nine and white, on a virtual call in the fall of 2023, each of us sitting with a square of our home behind us: mine, an unfinished basement where I worked, and hers, what appeared to be a living room. “My chimney is being repaired today,” she warned me, “so there may be some loud knocks.”


Steph would have stayed at the arts magnet high school she’d been attending—she adored it—but because of a busing issue, that high school was no longer available to her, and she didn’t think a traditional school would be a good fit. Though she was awarded some need-based and some merit-based aid, she still needed to borrow money to attend the college, whose tuition, she recalled, was $28,000 her first year and $2,000 more each year afterward. Signing the loan papers, she remembered fearing the debt’s impact on her future, to which her mother said, “You can’t get blood from a stone.” Steph understood that to mean: If you don’t have money, then the lenders won’t be able to take it. I considered that this aphorism obscures the fact that you still might try everything possible—to the detriment of your career, dreams, relationships, and health—to have enough money to give them.


“I don’t regret it,” Steph said, despite this school leaving her with an incredible amount of debt. She met her husband there and had a great educational experience. After graduation, she took a year off and then enrolled in a Master of Fine Arts in Creative Writing at the University of Pittsburgh. She’d wanted to be a creative writing professor since high school, facilitating the kind of rich and imaginative classroom that she had loved her entire life. Getting her master’s degree was the next step.


But after graduation, Steph could not find a full-time position. “It was 2005,” she said to me, “so the idea of getting a job in academia was not as much of a pipe dream as it is today.” Though she couldn’t find the job she wanted, she did become a part-time adjunct professor while working full-time at a law office. One semester, she used up all her sick days so that she could teach her once-a-week writing course to nursing students. The writing course only paid Steph $1,200 for the semester, not even enough to cover her loan payments, which were about $600 each month.


“It felt like”—she paused for a moment, grabbing for language that would clarify her experience for me—“a horrible joke that I took out all this debt to be able to do this job. It’s a real job,” she said, emphasizing the word “real” as if to remind herself that she had not conjured this job from nothing. It had existed. “And then the job wouldn’t pay me enough to cover the debt that I took out to get the job and the ridiculousness of that was really crushing.” Before she gave up on becoming a professor, she taught a few more classes, one of which met during her lunch break at the law firm. She commuted by bus across town to teach before returning to her office to finish the rest of the day. In the end, these jobs did not pay her enough, and she needed the vacation and sick days that she was using to teach, so she quit. “Adjunct faculty are paid, on average, $3,894 per class taught, with the annual income of the lowest-paid adjuncts near the minimum wage, and given that most of them have advanced degrees, they also bear the burden of the $1.7-trillion student debt crisis,” according to Business Insider. I’m certain Steph was a good teacher.


Steph and her husband, who also had student debt, sometimes called themselves “poor with an asterisk.” She said, “On paper we were not rich, but we should not have been so poor.” The asterisk was a drain, slurping up their resources and making it impossible for them to care for themselves, despite working full-time. So overwhelmed by the stress of the constant calculations of how to—just barely—get by, Steph developed severe panic attacks and a condition in which she struggled to swallow. “I would chew up food and move it to the back of my throat and then would feel this flare of panic, like, I don’t know how to swallow. I’m going to choke.” It was as if Steph was drowning in her own body, nearly dying doing what should have been a restorative, nourishing act: feeding herself.


After an endoscopy and swallow therapy, a doctor asked her if perhaps what was plaguing her had less to do with her throat muscles than with a grief, anxiety, and depression that she couldn’t manage. “It didn’t occur to me that my anxiety could be the root of a physical symptom,” she said. “It was eye-opening.” Steph did learn to swallow again, in part by helping her body understand what represented a threat. The food did not. The debt burden that she could not manage, that would not go away, that was hurting her, became something else entirely. It had texture and flavor. It could choke her. This transmutation allowed for the specter of choice, which ultimately, she didn’t have; she needed to eat. Still, I understood this urge to resist collection in another form.
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In a 2013 paper in Social Science & Medicine, researchers studied debt’s impact on general health outcomes—the first study of its kind, they noted. Earlier scholarship traced the impacts of socioeconomic status on health and the impact of debt on mental health, but before this study, no one had drawn a clear, thick arrow between debt and a body. Because of Americans’ rapid accumulation of debt since the 1980s—including medical, credit card, student loan, payday, and mortgage debt—more people are experiencing indebtedness than ever before, and it’s hurting them. It’s hurting us. The study, which focused on young adults between the ages of twenty-four and thirty-two with personal debt, found that debt is “a significant predictor of health outcomes.”


Indebtedness, and just as importantly, the feeling of indebtedness, corresponds with high blood pressure, stress, depression, and worse health outcomes. Chronic stress can be especially dangerous because it continually triggers the body’s fight-or-flight response without allowing the body to recover when the stress has passed. The body’s attempt to protect itself impacts all of the body’s systems, leading to hypertension, heart attacks, and strokes. It gives us stomach aches, bloating, heartburn, acid reflux, and weakens our intestines, making us vulnerable to bacterial infection.


The Social Science & Medicine authors note that some kinds of debt, such as a manageable mortgage, can be a positive predictor of general health. In these cases, the debt often correlates with higher income levels and other assets. What the researchers don’t say is that this kind of debt, this positive debt, is also racialized. Good debt is enabling, according to scholars Louise Seamster and Raphaël Charron-Chénier, and bad debt is a hindrance—and they highly correlate with what Seamster coined as “White debt” and “Black debt.”


Debt cannot be understood in isolation. It follows that even small amounts of debt can be devastating if the complete picture is bleak, if it includes other layers of precarity that follow from race, disability, wealth, sexual orientation, immigration status, etc. In an op-ed on food and housing insecurity in the college population, Professor Sara Goldrick-Rab recalls a student she interviewed who slept in “libraries, bathrooms, and her car.” Stretched for money, she sold her plasma and often didn’t eat. When this exhausting cycle left her unable to focus, her grades dropped, and she lost financial aid, after which she left college, homeless, without a degree and with debt that would follow her for years, maybe the rest of her life.
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In late fall of 2008, a couple of months after program training, I was slumped against my boyfriend, waiting for the pharmacist to fill a prescription for an antibiotic to treat a kidney infection, the first of many I’d have that year. I was getting UTIs all the time, no matter when I peed or how much water I drank or what steps I took to mitigate infection. Sometimes, the pressing urge of the infection alerted me quickly enough to get medication, but this time the infection traveled before I caught it, climbing its way through the urethra, up the ureter, and into my kidney. I felt its presence in a wave of fever and a heavy, steady punching in my kidney. It got so bad that I couldn’t think, could hardly walk.


“Will the meds be ready before you close?” I heard my boyfriend, a first-year med student, ask the pharmacist. “She’s in so much pain. She can’t go home like this,” he said. Since I’d discovered the debt six months earlier, no one else had advocated for me. Hearing him demand my medication and explain my pain to a stranger brought me to tears—he’d brought something invisible to the surface and announced it as real.


While managing the infections, I’d been answering calls from debt collectors all over New York City, from the Upper East Side where I lived, to the South Bronx where I taught, to the program office near Penn Station, where I made copies of lesson plans late at night. My student loan payments had been deferred while I completed my graduate degree in education, but there was no such pause for the fraudulent cards. Collectors representing four different lenders called me all the time. The credit card debt that my credit report had listed as being sold to a collection agency, was, from what I could tell, dormant, waiting. I thought about searching for it, but decided not to, hoping it would go away.


The collectors learned the rhythm of my days and increasingly called me in the late afternoons and evenings when I was most likely to pick up. At first, I answered these calls in hopes that my explanations might help me. I didn’t have another plan.


“The debt isn’t mine,” I told someone on one such call that fall as I walked down Seventy-Eighth Street toward my apartment, which was at the top of a walk-up building two blocks from the East River. The collector had reminded me of my outstanding balance—a sum I can’t recall now, but it totaled more than all my wealth, which, with the exception of the day I received my tax return, was always less than $800. I often ended the month with an empty bank account.


The calls usually began with what seemed like a genuine performance of empathy: I really really get it. I’ve been there. I am on your side, and I want to help you make a plan. Together, we can figure this out. Together. I wanted more than anything to share my burden with someone else, even a person who didn’t care about me or justice more broadly.


“Okay,” the collector replied after I insisted that the debt didn’t belong to me. I tried to read belief into his tone and into the exhale that followed. “Whose is it, then?”


“My mother’s.” I passed my apartment as we spoke, walking toward the river. I never took the collection calls inside with me, worried that my roommates would overhear them, even though I’d already told them some of the story. Because my credit was ruined and I had no money for a security deposit, one of their parents had had to cosign and cover my share. My boyfriend lived in a dorm in a hospital, and when I stayed with him, I took the calls in the hospital courtyard, or sometimes in the hospital itself, as far away as I could be from anyone who’d overhear. It never occurred to me that many of these people were probably taking their own calls, or would be soon, when their loved ones had been discharged and they were left with enormous medical debts.


Couples walked their dogs along the path by the river, and runners moved quickly by in spandex. Do they have debt? How much? I wondered of every person I saw. On the phone, pressed tight against my ear, the collector said it was not his job to handle “this information” and I would need to talk to someone else about it, maybe the police. He suggested a payment plan in the meantime, asking for a small amount of money: “Even twenty dollars will help.” I considered giving him the numbers to my debit card. It would not meaningfully reduce the debt but it might keep him from calling me back for the rest of the week. His voice, and all the collectors’ voices, formed a chorus of debt. I heard their songs all the time. I didn’t pay him because I couldn’t afford to.


Before hanging up, he reminded me that the lenders would ultimately collect, whether I gave them money willingly or not—a court could force me to. Leaning against the railing, I allowed this threat to swirl around me and over me, before I turned back toward the city to walk home.


Unable and unwilling to give the collectors my money, my body paid, just as bodies had across the ancient world. In addition to the UTIs, I developed ulcers and intense stomach aches. Often these aches would begin as heartbeats, growing hotter and larger throughout the day until eventually, my whole core aflame, I puked. Their origin was inexplicable. It was the beer I had the night before. Or, it was coffee in the morning. Or it was too much of a certain kind of lunch or not enough. I could identify accelerants but not sparks.
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In Jacinda Townsend’s Mother Country, Shannon, one of the novel’s protagonists, owes Sallie Mae $112,530.37 for a student debt burden that began as $45,000. Despite an undergraduate and graduate degree and two financially stable but distant parents, Shannon is hardly able to care for herself. Her apartment remains largely barren and dirty; she eats just enough; and she drives an old and failing car to commute to her underpaid job as a temp for Humana. When reflecting on the “flotsam” of the loan burden—the domestic, necessary, and sometimes unnecessary items that she’d purchased in college—she remembers herself as a young woman, standing in front of a mirror in a little black dress as she prepared for a date. She recalls the purple lilacs her date gave her and feels the warm ache of a cavity in the back of her mouth. “People didn’t understand how you could work all your life and die with rotten molars, but here it was.”


Shannon has just received a new notice from Sallie Mae that they have added a 25 percent collection fee to her loan balance, on which she wasn’t making payments previously because she couldn’t. She smoothes the letter out with her hand, like you might use an iron to massage a shirt’s wrinkle, and then she tears it up into smaller and smaller pieces. Next, she takes “the tiny bits of Sallie Mae’s letter, put[s] them into her mouth, and swallow[s] them in one fierce, mulchy gulp.” As the shredded loan mass moves into her digestive system, she imagines a future of penury and debt imprisonment. When she bleeds from one nostril, she uses the heel of her hand to stop it, breathing through the other side.


Keeled over on the floor, her stomach gurgling loudly, she calls Sallie Mae, though she doesn’t consider what she will say when connected with a representative, whose primary allegiance is to the debt and the debt’s owner, not the student borrower. Instead of a human, a robot greets Shannon with a “spoken word essay” of menu options, and unable to tolerate the robot’s voice, which sounds as if it’s smiling, Shannon hangs up, in pain and alone. Unlike Steph, the debtor who forgot how to swallow, Shannon’s body remembers, and she eats the debt whole, waiting to see what her body will do with it.
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My stomach aches increased in frequency and intensity until I couldn’t stop throwing up for two days. I tried to lie on my side so that there was no pressure on my stomach, but the fire moved upward into my chest and down into my calves. Inside me, I could hear the acid moving like a crashing wave. I tried resting against a stack of pillows before that became unbearable, too. After I threw up, each time, I lay flat on the tile floor in the bathroom before I started shaking—back to bed to begin again.


I had broken up with my boyfriend for reasons I could not articulate to him or to myself—I loved him—but I sensed it had to do with the debt. I felt unreachable. We moved through different worlds now.


My roommates were out for the night, and I was unsure if my bank balance would allow for a cab, so when I realized that I was in danger of becoming dehydrated, I walked to Lenox Hill Hospital, where I puked so hard in the waiting room that I shit my pants. In my hospital room, a nurse handed me a kidney-shaped pan and another and another, cleaning them out each time she returned. I needed to drink a cup of metallic-tasting medicine that would allow the doctors to see my insides, she said. She touched my arm with her cool hand, maternally, and I cried. I was released the next afternoon with a prescription for a different antibiotic: this time, a stomach infection.


I got a cystoscopy and an endoscopy, and my teacher’s union health insurance allowed me to see specialists across Manhattan. I changed my diet, took acid blockers. Though each flare-up of illness was treated and the pain abated, it always returned in a new form. No doctor could offer a thesis that connected these illnesses.


Visiting a college friend in Boston around that time, I changed clothes in her room, which, unlike my bedroom, had a full-length mirror. I didn’t recognize the shape I saw before me. I’d grown small. I was sharp and thin, and in the light, nearly watery. Unable to look at myself, I turned away quickly to dress.
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Very often the health outcomes, like interest, are compounded because people with debt don’t seek out medical care to save money. In a 2023 survey, 36 percent of working adults with medical or dental debt said their debt burdens caused them to delay care. Or avoid it altogether. In the same survey, more than half of respondents said the care they opted out of or delayed caused their condition to become worse. Debtors’ bodies erode, and then because they cannot afford to tend to them, they erode some more.


Economists writing for the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta examined debt and creditworthiness’s relationship to mortality using a sample of US consumers and household members from 1999 to 2016. “Without exception,” the authors write, “as severely delinquent debt increases, by any of our [measures reported], mortality rises.” The transition to severe delinquency, or having a debt that is at least ninety days past due, corresponds with a 5 percent increase in mortality risk. As credit risk improves, mortality risk declines, as if a person’s credit “worthiness” translates to something more devastating and profound: their right to be alive. “Taken as a whole,” the authors write, “our results imply that financial policies are health policies.”
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On Edie’s first date with Eric in Luster, by Raven Leilani, he takes her to an amusement park. His choice of date winks at their difference in age: He is in his late forties, and she’s in her early twenties. Their age gap is one of many gaps between their lives. He is white and wealthy, in an open marriage, and living in the suburbs. She is single, Black, and indebted, barely able to pay rent with her low-wage work as a children’s book editor, a job she loses soon after they meet. At the start of their date, she reflects: “Eric’s enthusiasm is infectious. After the first two rides, I am enjoying myself, and not just because dying means I won’t have to pay my student loans.”


Loan collection thrums in the background of the book, as Edie and Eric’s relationship deepens during dinner dates, sex in her bleak apartment, and then sex at the house he shares with his wife and adopted pre-teen daughter. Edie moves into his home against his wishes after she loses her job and her apartment. Following her termination, Edie thinks: “I find myself becoming sentimental about what I will leave behind, the whiff of Lysol and ink, the stack of someone’s homemade zines on the sink, and this very stairwell, in which I have regularly pleaded for student loan deferrals and set up pelvic exams.” In the first call, she is asking collectors to pause collection on her student loans so she can pay rent and feed herself. She very often can’t. At one point Edie considers that what Eric believes are dates are actually opportunities for her to consume calories. The next call is a request for reproductive health, a right she’s entitled to but will lose anyway when her job loss ejects her from her company insurance plan.


Edie replicates this call rhythm—loan collection, health, loan collection, health—from Eric’s home in a rich New Jersey suburb, where she is very obviously an outsider. “I walk around the cul-de-sac,” Edie says, “take long calls with Sallie Mae. I defer my student loans, schedule an appointment with a gastroenterologist in Hackensack.” These loans are both spectral and fleshy: They float behind the central action of the story and then, occasionally, make material, bodily demands. According to the scholar Annie McClanahan, in her seminal book Dead Pledges: Debt, Crisis, and Twenty-First Century Culture, “The trust on which credit claims to depend is secured not through the alienation of the debtor’s morality but by the power of the state to act on her body…” It emerges from “capital’s ability to remove the debtor’s capacity to feed and educate and house herself.”


While alone and poor and sick, Edie navigates these loan payments not because of shame or allegiance, but because the debt makes real and bodily threats.
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That fall, as I led my first reading and writing workshop with the eighth graders I was teaching, my mother called me frequently for support. Her trial was approaching, and she was convinced that her intentions should guide the criminal-legal system’s process and outcome. “I’ve tried to be a good person in my life,” she said to me in one call. I paused before my apartment door, just as I did with the debt collectors, so that I could finish the conversation on the stoop. Beside me was a coffee can that had been nailed to the wall so the apartment’s smokers could ash their cigarettes. When it rained, the cigarettes floated up like thin canoes before tipping over onto the sidewalk. “I have no record. I don’t deserve jail.” My mother said this to me as if the repetition would make it real. She needed me to agree, and mostly I did. I couldn’t conceive of how incarceration would fix anything for either one of us.


It struck me that while my mother understood that stealing from her employer was not the right choice, her sorrow was almost entirely directed toward her own pain. She was terrified. She didn’t seem to believe that the theft had hurt the dentist, and I wondered how that translated to what she’d done to me. I was angry at her but from a distance. I couldn’t hold on to it. Our debt had sickened me, and it felt as if I had no dependable body, no container, to hold these feelings.


“Things could be worse,” I told her. “You have a family standing by you. You’ll get through this.”


I’d signed up for a free monthly credit report, and occasionally looked at it, but often didn’t. The debt was growing, I knew that. Though the loan payments were paused, interest was accruing. Occasionally debt would capitalize, and the new loan total would be used to calculate the new monthly interest, and so on, forever and ever. On a loan of $30,000 with an interest rate of 14 percent, the accrued interest each year was over $4,000. And there were eight loans. To track the accumulating interest was to watch myself be buried alive.


The court file tells me that my mother pled guilty to embezzlement so that a secondary charge of health-care fraud was dropped. My mother was sentenced to two and a half months, a duration that meant she’d serve her time in a jail a couple of hours from our house rather than a state prison. A family member told tell me that following her sentence she howled, and late at night for weeks afterward, I heard an echo of that howl from across the country, sorrowful and wild.


While incarcerated, she wrote me a single letter, which I cannot remember, save for the stamp she used, which was a green sketch of a coniferous tree. I wondered how she’d found something beautiful there. I didn’t write her back, and she never wrote me again.
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Not long after my mother was incarcerated, I dropped off my laundry at a cleaner near my apartment. I normally washed my own clothes but hadn’t had time that week and had run out of things to wear. When I picked up my clothes after work the next night, I sorted through the pile, which smelled, strangely, of nothing: underwear, socks, bras, T-shirt, pants, and then a gift my mother had given me the Christmas before, something I hadn’t meant to include with the laundry: a thick wool sweater the color of cranberries. I wore it all the time and loved it.


As I unfolded it, I noticed that something was wrong. It had shrunk, turning felt-like. I held the sweater up before me. It was so small that it would fit a toddler. Seated on the floor of my living room, I pulled it in different directions to enlarge it, with no luck. I searched the internet for proof that its evolution, with the right intervention, could be temporary, that I could take it backward to what it was before, the thing that I cherished.


I knew then that I would leave. When my two-year program was finished, my loan payments would be due, and a quick scan of the credit report told me my monthly payments would be nearly $2,000. I already felt I had nothing left to give the collectors. I could not generate more money, at least not meaningfully, but I could live somewhere cheaper. Maybe Chicago, I thought, I know people there.


When I went to bed that night, in my bedroom without blinds, a luxury I told myself I could not afford, I felt the city watching me. I held the sweater as I waited for sleep.
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