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The Wishing Well


The tablets were in her handbag next to the brandy. She had intended to go straight back to her flat and take them there but for some reason she found herself turning right instead of left as she left the chemist and now she was on the edge of the park, just where it met the old cemetery. It was overcast and drizzling with rain as she walked through the gates and made her way towards the deserted children’s play-area. She sat on the swing, immediately thinking that she had her best coat on and that whoever found her would say, ‘She must have sat on something dirty before she died,’ and then remembering that none of that mattered any more.


She opened the plastic container, took two tablets and a large swig of drink and let her eyes wander to the edge of the playground. And suddenly a hundred memories came flooding back. Just next to the slide was the wishing well. As a little girl she had thrown scores of pennies into its darkness and wished for things as varied as a sunny day, an exam success and a dog. She normally drank so little that the brandy was already making her feel light-headed and she stumbled as she got off the swing and walked towards the well. The weather-worn, graffiti-tormented plaque said, ‘All Proceeds to our City’s Children’s Charities’. She sat on the edge of the well and fumbled in her pocket for the paracetamol. Her hand hit some loose change – it was from the chemist – and she grasped it and tossed it in.


A moment later she heard a voice – it must have belonged to somebody who had approached from the other side of the well. ‘You didn’t make a wish.’


The person who owned the voice was now at her side and Amy looked into old, sparkling eyes. With somebody younger she’d have told them where to go but she heard herself say, ‘How do you know?’


‘I just do,’ said the older lady. ‘If you had made a wish, what would it have been for?’


Amy was flummoxed. She fumbled in her pocket to make sure the tablets were still there, and turned the container over and over in her hand. She almost felt foolish, as if nobody could understand why a young woman would end her life over such a thing. She wanted to run – to find somewhere quiet and just do it. ‘I owe a lot of money,’ she said slowly, ‘I can’t pay them. There are too many.’


‘And so what would you have wished for?’


‘To be free of them all – to be free of debt.’


‘There – you’ve wished it now! But you won’t get it answered just by throwing money into a black hole – sometimes wishes need a little help for them to work. Have you got time for a cup of tea?’


Amy remembered wondering why old people always thought that a cup of tea could solve the ills of the world and then thinking that she could hardly say, no thank you, I have to rush. I’m going to kill myself. ‘Why not?’


‘There’s a café round the corner, but first give me the rest of the tablets.’


For some reason that she couldn’t quite remember, Amy passed over the container without protest and watched wide-eyed as the old lady emptied the whole lot into the well.
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It wasn’t until the older woman brought the tray of tea over that Amy looked properly at her. She wasn’t as old as Amy had first thought – at least, she might not have been. In truth she could have been anything from mid-sixties to late seventies. And she was unusual, but at first Amy couldn’t work out why. And then it dawned on her: the woman looked both wealthy and poor at the same time. Her clothes were old but they had obviously been expensive and her shoes were of fine leather – worn and shining. But it was more than this: she looked in control.


And everything she did seemed to be a contradiction. The way she ordered the tea was authoritative yet gracious. She asked if she could use a chair from a nearby table and Amy could have no more imagined the man refusing than if the Queen herself had asked for it. He had practically knocked his coffee over getting up to shift it for her.


‘My name is Lydia,’ she said, pouring the tea.


‘I’m Amy.’


‘Now, Amy, tell me about it – all of it.’
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When Amy next looked at her watch she saw that two hours had passed. The man at the nearby table had long since left and the woman behind the counter was closing up. She saw that a fresh pot of tea had arrived but she couldn’t remember either Lydia or herself ordering it. And she couldn’t understand why she had told all that to a complete stranger: things she had never told her closest friends or her parents; things in some way she doubted she had ever told herself. It wasn’t just how the debt had built up – leaving university with a student loan and an overdraft and then, over the next six years, adding another bank loan, six credit cards, two store cards, four catalogue debts, and over £600 in hire purchase goods. She’d told Lydia that she wasn’t even sure what it all added up to; what she was sure of was how the debt had made her feel. For most of the time it made her feel afraid – afraid of what they all might do to her.


Sometimes she couldn’t bring herself to open the bills and account statements. They made her feel ashamed, useless and helpless. And sometimes she felt stupid. As if somebody had said to her, ‘How did you think you were going to repay it all?’ It was like being in Maths at school when you were little and the teacher said, ‘Seven sevens!’ and you knew you should know the answer but you didn’t. When she was small she had seen the look in a rabbit’s eyes as the headlights from her father’s car had caused it to freeze in the middle of a country road. She recalled the sickening thud and she remembered screaming, ‘Why didn’t it get out of the way?’ And now she understood that it just couldn’t. It was too scared to save itself.


‘Debt makes us feel like that, my dear,’ said Lydia. ‘At first it’s all quite wonderful. People seem to trust us enough to lend us money – it’s even a little flattering that they want to do so. And in the beginning it doesn’t feel like real money anyway, does it?’


‘I feel ashamed of what I was about to do – I know many people are in so much more debt than me – it’s just that the money troubles came at a difficult time anyway.’


‘You don’t need to explain. For many people debt is the trigger that leads to them seeking treatment for anxiety and depression.’1


‘Apart from surviving at university I can’t even tell you what I spent all the money on. If I could say, “It was the car” or “It was the holiday” it would still be stupid, but I’d know what it was – but I can’t even do that. It was just things – clothes and CDs and cinema tickets and meals out. Just a lot of silly things.’ Amy began to cry.


‘It’s not your fault,’ said Lydia.


Amy felt angry but she wasn’t sure at whom. ‘Of course it’s my fault! I needn’t have applied for the cards or the overdraft, and I certainly didn’t need to spend the money on a lot of rubbish. Plenty of people handle credit just fine.’


‘Actually not many do, my dear; nearly one in three (30%) UK adults are concerned about their ability to manage their personal debt.2 Oh, I suppose you’re not completely without blame, but offering all those credit cards to you was like awarding the fox the freedom of the farmyard and then complaining that he’s had the chickens.’


For the first time in six months Amy heard herself laugh.


‘I know that the banks and even some of the books on financial management say what you’ve just been saying yourself: banks, and credit card companies and the store card people are just providing a service; people have to be responsible. They don’t force you to borrow money. But I don’t agree, Amy, and if you’ll let me, I’ll show you why. Can you spend some time with me over the next few days?’


‘I can, actually. I’m off work – have been for a while. But how can you help me?’


‘I’ll help you understand how you got into this mess in the first place, and when you get out of it this knowledge will keep you free of debt.’


‘But how can I possibly get out of it?’ Amy said.


‘That will come later,’ the older woman assured her. ‘First, I’m going to show you how the whole system works. But before we start I want you to imagine you are back at the well and wishing again. Come on, indulge me – close your eyes.’


Amy did as she was told. ‘What shall I ask for this time?’


‘That you find the money secret!’


‘I beg your pardon …?’


‘Amy, I am going to teach you much about money, but if you want to be free of debt for ever, knowledge will not be enough. I want you to find the secret.’


A moment later Amy opened her eyes.


‘Good,’ said Lydia, obviously satisfied. ‘And now we must leave. I want to show you not just how to get out of debt, but what debt looks like, feels like, and why you have found it so very hard to escape it.’


‘Where are we going?’


‘Just trust me for now. Goodness, look at the time! We must fly!’
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Know the Worst


Suddenly Amy was standing at the entrance to her own block of flats with Lydia next to her. Her head was still fuzzy from the combination of the alcohol and tablets, but even allowing for that she knew she would have remembered the journey from the park – if it had occurred. ‘How … how did we get here?’


‘Oh, don’t worry about little things like that,’ Lydia said, unconcerned. ‘We’ll need to do quite a bit of travelling like that over the next few days. You just concentrate on watching and listening.’


They entered the building and made their way towards the lift. ‘I live on the seventh floor,’ Amy said, still trying to work out what had happened.


‘Yes, I know,’ came the reply.


‘But …’ Amy tried to form the question but was too tired and hit the call button instead. The aged lift groaned its way up the building. She saw that Lydia was looking at her intently.


‘What are you thinking?’


‘I was wondering how determined you are to be free of debt for ever – to truly be back in the black for a lifetime.’


‘It mattered to me so much that I almost took my life.’


‘I know,’ Lydia touched Amy’s arm. ‘Well, we’ll find out soon enough.’


The flat was small, comfortable and looked as though Amy had decided that whoever had the task of breaking the door down would at least find it tidy inside. She went to the kitchen to put the kettle on – it seemed that the financial guru she had brought home had an insatiable appetite for tea. When she came in with the tray she saw Lydia browsing through her bookshelves.


‘I see you’ve been reading a lot about managing your money.’


‘Yes, I’ve read four books on it,’ Amy replied. ‘Two of them are absolutely brilliant. They show you how to pick the best credit cards, how to move your balance to cards that don’t charge you any interest at all for six months, how to time your purchases so that you get the best out of every card, and how you must always pay the full balance every month.’


‘It sounds like good advice.’


‘But it didn’t help me, did it? I was useless at it.’


Lydia put her cup down. ‘Amy, I only help people who want to be free of debt for ever. I come to people who are sick of debt, tired of the endless worry. If you and I are to work together it’s very important that you understand something: I don’t do financial management. I won’t be teaching you how to juggle debt, move it around, caress it and love it. My aim is to make you free of it. I believe you could get out of debt and stay out of debt for ever.’


‘I’ll do anything you say.’


‘Well, first of all I have a personal question for you,’ Lydia said, warming to her task. ‘Alongside your books on financial management I can see you’ve got a fair collection of diet books – though you don’t look to me as if you need them! How much do you weigh?’


‘That is personal – eight stone nine pounds.’


‘And how often do you weigh yourself?’


‘Once a week.’


‘Why not once a year?’


‘Because if I weigh myself once a week and I happen to have put on a few pounds I can do something about it quickly!’ Amy knew something was coming but she wasn’t sure what.


‘And how much do you spend?’


‘What do you mean? Daily, weekly, monthly or yearly?’


‘You choose – tell me what you spend during any of those periods.’


‘I don’t know,’ Amy admitted. ‘All I know is that I spend too much.’


‘Not good enough, Amy! If you really want to get free of debt you have to be as knowledgeable about your spending as you are about your weight. Do you think that for the rest of your life you will always know your weight within ten pounds?’


‘I should hope so!’


‘Well then, I want you to do the same for your spending. In future I want you to be able to know what you’ve spent to within £10 a week.’


‘That’s impossible!’


‘No it’s not!’ Lydia said. ‘I could find you any number of pensioners in the road outside who know exactly what they’ve spent this week. And it’s not just possible for people on low incomes either – big businesses are the same. Do you think that an organisation like Microsoft wouldn’t know what its weekly expenditure is?’


‘Of course they would – but they have to produce accounts,’ Amy protested.


‘Exactly! The very poor and the very organised can do it week after week. If you are swimming in money it doesn’t matter so much, but for most of us, not knowing how much we spend is a recipe for disaster. Come on, I’m going to put you on the financial weighing scales! Now, where do you keep your paperwork?’


Amy blushed. ‘I don’t really keep it anywhere in particular. There’s some on the kitchen unit over there, some in those drawers and a fair number of bills just stuffed under the settee.’


Lydia was not easily put off. ‘Well, never mind, collect as much as you can.’


It took all of half an hour but eventually there was a pile of papers on the kitchen table, some of them ripped, not a few coffee-stained, and all of them surprised at being disturbed.


Amy plucked up her courage. ‘What do I do with this lot?’


‘You’re going to use them to help you fill in my “Reality Check” form. But before we start there’s something we need. Do you mind if I have a little rummage in your kitchen?’


‘Not at all,’ replied Amy, bemused, as Lydia strode out of the room.


Amy could hear Lydia clattering about for quite a while, but finally she emerged from the kitchen holding an old biscuit tin that Amy had forgotten she had.


‘This is perfect,’ beamed Lydia.


‘For what?’


‘For our little project. I’m going to use it to collect any forms, ideas and tips we come across, and by the time I present it to you at the end of our time together it will be quite full. And the first thing to go in it will be my “Reality Check” form.’I Lydia delved into her handbag and produced two pieces of paper.


‘There we are! One for the tin and one for you to use now! We’ll do the easy part first. Fill in all your income, starting with your salary. Put in your take-home pay rather than your salary before tax.’


‘I can both start and end with my salary – I don’t get anything else,’ Amy said laughing, ‘and even that will stop if I don’t go back to work soon.’


‘No other income at all?’


‘Well, I know it sounds strange as I’m in so much debt, but since I was a kid doing a paper round I’ve had a savings account. I get a bit of interest every month from that but it’s hardly worth putting in.’


‘Put it down,’ Lydia said firmly. ‘We need every penny.’


THAT’S THE WAY THE MONEY GOES


It didn’t take long for Amy to fill in the income part of the form, and when that was done Lydia said, ‘Now have a stab at the second part of the form – write “My Current Spending” at the top.’


Amy found this part much harder. It started off with costs to do with the home: ‘Mortgage or rent’, ‘Second mortgage’, ‘Ground rent/service charge’, ‘Electricity’, ‘Gas’, ‘Water rates’, ‘Council tax’, ‘Buildings insurance’, ‘Home contents insurance’. Amy realised that she only had a vague idea of how much these were, and they had to sort through the stack of papers to find bills for each one.


The next heading was ‘Housekeeping’ – this included food for eating at home, cleaning supplies and toiletries. Then there was ‘TV licence’, ‘Telephone’, ‘Mobile phone’, ‘Meals out/takeaways’, ‘Entertainment’, ‘Prescription costs’, ‘Emergencies’ and quite a few other items as well. She found a few of them difficult to work out, but some were on her credit card statements, there were odd receipts for others and with the rest she took an educated guess.


Lydia nodded her approval and then said, ‘Not bad; now let’s have a look at a bank statement.’


‘Easier said than done, actually,’ Amy was forced to admit. ‘I don’t usually keep them.’


Lydia took a deep breath. ‘I see. Well, from now on I suggest that you keep them very carefully. In a file, perhaps. In fact, if your bank will send you weekly statements instead of monthly ones without charging you any extra, I think you should get them to do so. Or even better, of course, go online and download your statements each week. One of the big keys to staying in financial control is up-to-date information.’


As Lydia had been speaking she had been rifling through the stack of papers again and now waved one aloft. ‘I thought I’d noticed it in there,’ she said triumphantly. ‘One bank statement – four months old, but it’ll do. Put in the expenditure from all the standing orders and direct debits that you haven’t already entered.’ Lydia scoured the statement and pointed to several entries. ‘What are these?’


‘Those are cash – where I use the hole in the wall.’


‘Yes, I thought so. On a financial diet, cash is the equivalent of snacking at the fridge. There’s an entry almost every day – what do you spend all this cash on?’


‘Oh, I don’t know – it’s just everyday things. For example, I normally have a coffee on the way to work.’


‘What does that cost?’


‘It’s about £1.20. And then I buy sandwiches and a can of drink for my lunch – that’s about £3.50.’
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