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For all of us who struggle to make sense of money: how to earn it honestly and spend it well, to respect its power and transform it for good, to say no to business as usual and survive what comes next.






Foreword COUNTING MY EGGS


ALICE WALKER

I HAD my first paying job when I was seven. My two older brothers and I were hired to pick daffodils for the wife of the man who owned the land our parents worked. In this part of middle Georgia there are thousands of gigantic pecan trees, and it was under such trees that the three of us set to work. There were deep-yellow and pale-yellow daffodils (which our boss, in a strong Southern accent, referred to as “jon’quils”) almost as far as the eye could see. To a child it seemed a fairyland, and I set to picking daffodils with delight. We were paid a nickel a bunch (our boss lady sold them in town for a quarter a bunch, which we didn’t know and didn’t care about), and I proved to be a speedy and efficient picker. I might have earned as much as half a dollar each day.

This went into a piggy bank that was shaped like an actual pig. My hardworking parents instilled in all their children, early on, that saving was to be a habit that would mean we could afford to buy presents for ourselves as well as for others at Christmas.

A few years later, when I wanted desperately to learn to play the piano, my mother decided to let me have all the eggs laid by our chickens. I sold these to a market in town and was able to pay the fifty cents per lesson my teacher required. In winter, though, the hens laid less, and eventually I had to give this up.

Not until fifty years later would I circle back to this dream, hire a piano teacher, and learn to play six songs, among them James Weldon Johnson’s “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing” (commonly known as “The Negro National Anthem”) and Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy.” Having learned these six songs, I promptly forgot how to play the piano, which is one of those mysterious happenings in life that makes you wonder.

But the egg experiment taught me something that put me at odds with the endless-growth idea of classic capitalism and made me a budding socialist. I could see that the number of eggs required to fund my musical expansion was finite. I could also see that the eggs my passion for music was taking from my protein-deficient family would, in the end, undermine the health and stability of all of us. The experience taught me that I needed to develop a keener sense of planning and a deeper understanding of the means and reliability of production.



One of my father’s biggest dreams was to own a car. When my older brothers grew skilled enough to keep one running, my father bought one. It was not the little red sports car of his dreams, but it was roomy and rugged, and he could get almost all of his large family inside it. In this car the two of us, when I was thirteen or so, rode off to his lodge meetings, where I was designated secretary and took notes, or “minutes,” as they were called. We also rode into town to visit the bank. If the family had accumulated even ten dollars above the month’s expenses, into the passbook of the Farmers & Merchants Bank it went.

Many years after I, the youngest, had left home, it was a joy to learn that my mother, who had always stayed home after getting everyone else dressed and ready to leave the house, learned to drive a car and at some point found her way to the ocean, which she had never seen. Not even bothering to take off her stockings, she plunged in, as if she could swim. There is a wonderful photograph of her beaming and sopping wet, as if she’d just met her own mother. (And of course she had!)

But how clever it was of my father to take me with him to his boring (to me) lodge meetings, where I was to take down information that had zero meaning to me. I see it now as preparation for the writing life that has been mine since I was in my teens. And how positively resolute it was of him to take me with him to make deposits in the Farmers & Merchants Bank, the only unsegregated establishment in the county and the only place white people seemed almost happy to see him.

I somehow developed, with the guidance of my parents and the love of my community, a sense that I could learn the mechanics of life: find work, do it well, enjoy it as much as possible, and use my earnings to support the yearnings that sprang, apparently, from my soul. Babysitting, waiting tables, and working as a “salad girl” at a local 4-H retreat for white youth all meant I could, by the time I was a junior in high school, take care of all my clothing, hair, health, and dental needs. This was fortunate because, after raising eight children, my parents were exhausted and struggling with their own health.

Right up to my forties, I made a monthly list of every purchase and every anticipated expense and measured it against what income I might expect to receive. I had a profound sense of my indebtedness to both my parents on the day that I knew I could singlehandedly pay all my daughter’s expenses as she went off to Yale.

As a woman I was always aware that unless I wanted to be someone else’s dependent throughout my life, I must become, myself, my own breadwinner and independent person, and that the freedom this assured meant I could speak my mind and share my thoughts and resources in any way I choose. A woman afraid to speak her mind is usually a woman who depends for her upkeep on someone else. This would have been intolerable for me, though I might have adored the person who “kept” me.



Learning about money is as important, perhaps more important, than any other subject. I recommend finding a teacher, or teachers, who can help navigate the world of saving, and of spending, wisely. It is crucial that women have shelter, for instance, listed in their names. Otherwise, they and their children can be held hostage as they were for hundreds of years during which only the man “owned” the house, as, by marriage, he “owned” his children.

If individual ownership is impossible, then by all means form collectives with other women that will allow for the acquiring of property together. This can strengthen one’s own stability as well as ease the burden on everyone. I have not myself been able to do this, but it has always seemed to me to be both extremely logical as well as a way to foster well-being and community in a country rarely supportive of independence of this kind and magnitude.

Attempt to find a system of saving and increasing one’s wealth that is ethical in its concern for the planet and for other creatures, as well as humans. Witnessing school closures, widespread food anxiety and homelessness, and the lack of access to basic health care in our country and beyond, I am reminded of what was important in my community and in my family as I was growing up: learning how to earn money, how to use it for good purposes, and to save whatever you could of it, in anticipation of one’s most cherished desires. All with the understanding that if there is to be a future at all, it is best to be able to support it in a style that one wants, rather than one that is imposed.






WOMEN TALK MONEY An Introduction


REBECCA WALKER

THOUGH WOMEN’S bodies, labor, and very existence have always been interchangeable with money itself, their lived experiences of this reality are often unspoken, silenced, or forced into incoherence. Women’s stories of their struggles with money are shrouded in secrecy and shame, and frequently marked by paralysis and disenfranchisement. Women’s domestic labor is still undervalued to the tune of almost $11 trillion a year; the wealth of twenty-two men in the world is equal to, or surpasses, the wealth of all African women; and the mass exodus of women from the workforce during the Covid pandemic is set to reverse a decade of progress toward global gender equity. To paraphrase Audre Lorde, our silence is clearly not protecting us.

Until women begin to talk freely about money, to amass information about money, to reflect critically on how money works in our society and strategize how to change it, until we put as much thought into negotiating our money as we do into maintaining our relationships, plotting our careers, or raising our children, we are at an even greater risk of remaining victims of a predatory financial system. Our contributions will continue to be unrecognized and undervalued, and our compensation will continue to pale in comparison to our male counterparts’. We will remain ignorant where we should be informed, silent where we could be loud, and weak where we must be strong.

This book is about forwarding this critical and essential work, with the intention of supporting the radical shifts necessary to bring more women into positions of financial power, even (and perhaps especially) if those positions are used to dismantle the structures that brought them there in the first place. This collection did not emerge from a vacuum, but rather from the years following the Great Recession in America, when I became acutely aware of how little women spoke honestly with one another about money.

My circle of friends at the time—mostly women artists, writers, doctors, lawyers, academics, nonprofit directors, researchers, entrepreneurs, and consultants of all stripes—were socioeconomically displaced. Mostly middle-class, with outliers on each end of the spectrum, we felt the same economic winds that bore down on our working-class and working-poor counterparts, and struggled with many of the same outcomes: upside-down mortgages, sudden and unfathomable debt of the sort our parents warned us about, growing financial anxiety about health care, tuition, food. Mainstays of our privileged lives, like a trip to another country, a meal at a favorite restaurant, a random theater performance, were now expenditures to be carefully considered. Whole neighborhoods were abruptly beyond our means.

Talking to the women in my life during that period, hearing their stories, and commiserating with their stress, it occurred to me that we were all, in our own similar but separate ways, going through a collective and distinctively gendered Class Crash. Even though we had not caused the economic crisis—not by a long shot—still, we asked ourselves what we had done wrong and what we could do to fix it. We took every gig we could get, pushed ourselves harder than ever, and contemplated our deepening fatigue. Is this the new normal? we wondered. And if it is, how will we survive it?

Swept along with the crowd, child underfoot, and living on Maui where one bag of groceries might cost a hundred dollars, I tried hard to stay calm and carry on. I pitched projects and took on speaking gigs and writing assignments in far-flung places like Estonia and Bulgaria, grateful that my son’s father still cared for our son while I was gone. While I was privileged most of my life—private high school, Ivy League college, international travel, and the like—I wasn’t always, and, unlike many of my peers who were second- and third- and fourth-generation middle or upper-middle class, I felt the specter of poverty keenly. I knew how a culture punished single mothers by depriving them of respect and financial support. I knew how an economic system built around slave labor treated Black women, limiting their opportunities to backbreaking work, paying them just enough—not even that, sometimes—to survive.

My father’s mother was a bookkeeper who worked several jobs to feed and house her three sons in Brighton Beach, Brooklyn, after the Second World War. My mother’s mother worked as a sharecropper in Georgia, and then as a domestic, cleaning the homes of white people and caring for their children more than she was able to take care of her own. By comparison, we had plenty and then some, but I still noticed the differences. When I was a child, we lived in a beautiful but dilapidated brownstone that needed, literally, everything. I liked my public school but loved the private school across the park: its stately Victorian limestone building, language and music classes, and attentive teachers. But even though my father often worked sixteen-hour days arguing civil rights cases on behalf of people who needed and deserved his help, my parents could not afford the tuition. After they divorced, I moved into a two-and-a-half-room apartment with my mother and watched her track her income and expenses to the dollar.

I also made a few financial mistakes in my life before the Recession, decisions that haunted me decades later and left me too close to the edge. I bought expensive sweaters and boots at a high-end department store on Madison Avenue—itself no longer standing, a victim of its own excess—when perhaps I should have put my money in a high-yield savings account or prevailed upon my father to teach me to navigate the wilds of the stock market. I sold my first apartment—bought with an advance from my second book and the help of my mother—impulsively, in a fugue state of infatuation. Perhaps because the object of my romantic fixation was a woman, I conveniently forgot the teachings of Virginia Woolf and glossed the wise words from the women in my life who taught me to hold on to that which was hard earned and hard won, to remember the generations of toil that brought me to my own bought and paid-for doorstep.

But by the so-called end of the Recession, the specifics were no longer relevant; only shame remained, feelings of failure and irresponsibility, a nagging sense that I squandered my financial foundation. I had made a lot of the money back by then, yes, and I bought new dresses, and life insurance, and put money into my son’s 529 account even though he was only in second grade; I donated to organizations that supported women’s entrepreneurship around the world, to politicians I thought could make a difference, to the fund I had cofounded for young women and trans youth working for social justice, but it was never enough. I would never catch up to where I should be. I was tortured by this thought, and yet I spoke of it to no one. Until I did, and it changed my life.

As my women friends and I stood squarely in the wreckage of our newfound reality, the effects of the global economic crisis around us as if sticks of dynamite had been hurled through each of our siloed existences, I spoke of my shame, and they spoke of theirs. Really, at that point, what else was there to talk about? And then we were off and running and speaking about what we had not spoken about for decades, for centuries, forever: money. And what it was doing to us. Money. And what we had done with it. Money. And how it had been used to control us. Money. And how the workings of it had been kept from us. Money. And what our parents taught us about it. Money. And what we had learned about it ourselves. Money. And how it shaped our lives. And our parents’ lives. And their parents’ lives. Money. And what we needed to change—or not—in how we thought about it. Money. And what we wanted our children to know about it. So that they would live their lives with money thoughtfully. Out loud. Without shame. Like we planned to.

It was extraordinary. I found myself in a netherworld with one, twelve, a hundred other women, letting my proverbial hair down, eventually unfurling stories not just of financial missteps and miscalculations, but also of savvy decisions and calculated windfalls and fiercely negotiated paydays well above the norm. I was far from alone. One friend was getting one meal a week from a food bank, while another had gotten a small business loan and opened a restaurant that was barely breaking even. A colleague was on the precipice of eviction, and another had just flipped a house and cleared $200,000 for her efforts but lost her partner in the process. A classmate from college had filed for bankruptcy not once, but twice, and another, who always looked perfectly turned out with fashionably dressed kids in tow, waited for child support payments that never came. Our money stories revolved around everything under the sun: marriage and divorce, aging parents and ailing children, the fight for tenure before a committee that was entirely male, the fight for a promotion under a team leader who preferred his assistant keep assisting.

For me, these conversations were catharsis ripped straight from Greek drama. Medea. Iphigenia. Antigone. And we were the choir. It was similar to talking about any other collective cataclysmic event, the fall of the World Trade towers, for instance, or the attack on the Capitol. Except that we had never approached our experiences with money in this way, as something that was happening to all of us, that was connected to a system designed to keep us all separate, in our respective places. We had thought that telling the truth about money might divide us by revealing how different we were; we had not considered that the same honesty might unite us against whatever forces still kept us apart. The disclosure of my sliver of shame, the ejection of this tiniest morsel of my potential undoing, was liberating beyond expectation. I had shared myself free. Not free from bad decisions or patriarchal, white supremacist capitalism, but free from thinking that its machinations and mutilations, its structurally maintained inequality and callous disregard for life, the earth, the future, was somehow my fault, my crime, my cross to bear. Free from thinking I was alone in it, this story of money and how it shaped my life. I was not.

The writers in this book are here to help you find the same freedom. They are, collectively, some of the most brave and wonderful women I’ve had the good fortune to work with, and I applaud and bow in gratitude to each and every one of them for the pain and struggle and wisdom they spilled onto these pages in the name of sisterhood and reclamation. For what I know now is that it is extremely difficult for women to talk honestly about how money works in our lives; it is in fact quite nearly the last taboo. The way money moves in women’s lives, mysterious and mystified, shuts us down just as we begin to speak. Our money stories resist their own telling, as if the revelations might bring down an empire, starting with us, those who dare to look.

I won’t list all the stories told here, all the burdens laid down, but I will say that they span the gamut from the perils of technocracy to the financial implications of transgender identity, from the loss of material inheritance to the discovery of spiritual wealth, from fat as a financial issue to foster parenting as an act of resistance. It is a wonderful and inspiring collection, and I love it more, now that it is finished, than I ever thought I could. I am heartened to imagine how these stories might impact the global discussion of women and money in the shadow of a global pandemic that has hit women, and especially women of color, extraordinarily hard.

To all who find themselves here I say: may these essays, these voices, help you write your own story of money, and put to rest forever the thought that you have to carry it alone.

REBECCA WALKER

Los Angeles, California

April 2021






ONLY RICOS HAVE CREDIT

DAISY HERNÁNDEZ

AT FIFTEEN, I land my first job. At McDonald’s.

Learning the register’s grid with its Big Macs and Value Meals is easy, like picking up the mechanics of playing Pac-Man. My fingers memorize the grid so that in a few weeks I am considered what the managers call “one of our fast cashiers.” At the end of my shift, I feed my card into the time clock, and then stand next to the manager’s desk to hear how much money is in my till from the day’s orders, hopeful that it will be higher than the white girl who has been here longer and can handle more customers.

I love my job. I love that it’s not a job. It’s the start of something, not the American Dream exactly, because I am an American, so what other kind of dream would I have? No, this job at McDonald’s is the start of the rest of my life. It is the first stop on my way to that country where rich people live and don’t worry about money or being treated badly when they don’t know all the English words or behave como una india.

A man shuffles up to my register at McDonald’s one day. He’s old and his voice is muddled, as if his mouth were full of marbles. When I ask him to repeat his order, he snaps, “What’s the matter? You don’t know English?”

Without thinking, I twirl around and walk away, past the fry machine with its crackling oil and into the kitchen, where the guys are peeling slices of cheese and tossing them on burger patties, then wiping their foreheads with the back of their hands. I stop at the freezer. I’m not breathing right. My hands are shaking, and a minute later, the manager wants to know why I left the register and he ended up having to take the gringo’s order. But I don’t know how to say that I didn’t trust myself to be polite, and I can’t lose this job.

When my first paycheck from McD’s lands in my hand, it is for a total of about $71 and change. I cash the check and take it to the beauty store on Anderson Avenue. There I spend close to an hour, inspecting rows of matte lipsticks and lip glosses and lip liners with names the colors of precious stones and wild flowers and sand dunes. The price tags are glued to the front of the display case, the numbers in thick block print: $3.99, $4.99.

The women in my family buy 99-cent lipstick. The women in my family are their lipsticks. My mother is a pale strawberry. Tía Dora, a warm peach. Tía Chuchi, a pomegranate. Tía Rosa, a plum. And I am a black raspberry. The fruit never lasts. It smudges. It hardly sticks. It vanishes when you take a sip of soda. Tía Chuchi, who knows everything, schools me in how to eat a meal without losing your pintalabios. “You put your tongue out like this,” she says, and then she sticks her lengua out at me and maneuvers the spoon’s contents onto it (some melon, a pedazo of yuca), careful to not touch the edge of her lips. “See?” she says, chewing. “I knew a woman who did that. She kept her lipstick on the whole day.”

Sometimes, Tía Dora splurges on a $3.99 tube. Sometimes, a friend gives her a makeup bag from the mall, the kind they include as a freebie after you’ve spent $75. The color from those lipsticks is thicker, like hand cream.

Now at the beauty store, I choose the items I could never ask my mother to buy, because a $4.99 lipstick would make her shake her head and ask, “What’s wrong with the ninety-nine-cent one?”

It is a question I never know how to answer because I don’t know that what I am trying to say is this: “I’m buying lipstick to make myself feel better about the classist, racial, and sexual oppressions in our lives. The ninety-nine-cent lipstick ain’t gonna cut it.” Instead, I roll my eyes at the suggestion. “Mami, por fa. It’s ugly.”

With my own paycheck, I buy the lipstick I want, which with tax turns out to cost something like $5.07. I also pick up face powder and eyeliner and mascara. In a single hour, half of my paycheck is gone. Back at McD’s, I plead to work more hours, and when I get longer shifts and more pay, I am earning almost as much as my mother does in a week at the factory. Close to $200.



In her book Where We Stand, bell hooks writes about a time in American life, or at least in Kentucky where she grew up, when people did not spend their earnings on lipstick, face creams, or even television. People valued what they had. They enjoyed homemade fruit jams, scraps of fabric, and each other’s stories. They didn’t even blame the poor for being poor.

If a Black person was poor back then it was because the white man was keeping them down. The day would come when racism would be wiped out and every Black man, woman, and child would eat with only fine linen napkins and not worry about their lipstick smudging. Class wasn’t the problem; race was.

Unfortunately, when the lunch counters and the schools were integrated, the wealthy Black families got out of town, the white activists went back home, and the rest of the country turned around to look at poor and working-class Black people and found them to blame for not having the good napkins.



A manager at McD’s approaches me one day.

“I’ve got a proposition for you,” she starts and explains how we can make money from the till, how easy it is, how you can pretend to ring up an order but not really do it, how, you see, it isn’t a big deal. We’ll split the money. It’ll be cool. And I say, “Sure,” not because I want to steal, not because I understand that she’s asking me to do that, but because I’m afraid that if I say no, she’ll be angry with me. I’m a teenager. She’s in her twenties. I want her to like me.

At the end of the shift, she finds me in the break room. She has light brown eyes and a wide forehead. She grins at me, places a small bundle in my hand, and walks away. I shove the money in my pocket, and, alone in the McDonald’s bathroom, I count the bills.

$20. $40. $60… $300.

That’s the number that stays with me decades later. It might have been less or more, but what I remember is $300 and that I had never held so much money in my hands, never seen so many twenties all at once, not even in the envelope my mother got at the bank when she cashed her paycheck.

I know exactly what to do with the money, too. Or at least a part of it. I take it to the dentist on Bergenline Avenue.

Fragoso is a crabby old Cuban who works out of a back room in his apartment. We owe him hundreds of dollars for filling the holes in my mouth. Now, however, I enter his apartment the way rich people must feel all of the time—on top of things. Here I am, with hundreds of dollars to put toward the bill, hundreds of dollars my parents won’t have to worry about. I am singlehandedly taking care of business.

Among the drills and jars of cotton balls, Fragoso counts the twenties. “That’s it?” he asks, looking over at me.

My face freezes. The room grows smaller, suffocating. I nod my head, bite my naked lip, the shame running through me like a live wire, and I promise to bring more next time.



What I knew back then about money was that you could work for it or you could take it. In college, I found out people I had never met would also give it to you.



He’s wearing a business suit. A dark suit. The tie is some brilliant color, a red perhaps. He smiles at me the way men do on television, warm and confident, but this man is younger. He can’t be much older than me, twenty-five at most, and he is white or Italian or maybe Latino. He calls out from beside a folding table at my college campus. The sun is bright and the man is offering free mugs, free keychains, free T-shirts. All I have to do is apply for a credit card.

I fill out the form the way you would enter your name into a raffle. It is all a matter of luck. I am eighteen and I don’t know about credit scores. My parents pay in cash for everything. Credit cards are a phenomenon that happens to other people, rich people.

When the credit card comes in the mail, however, I know exactly what to do. I march into a shoe store in Englewood and ask to see a pair of dark-brown Timberlands, size seven. It’s the early ’90s, and everyone is parading around school in that brand. You wear them with baggy Tommy Hilfiger jeans and dark lipstick, and when people dress that way, they look special, like the white plates with gray flowers my mother brings out for Thanksgiving.

The shoes cost close to $100, a little more than half of my weekly pay from my two part-time jobs. But I don’t have to give cash now. I hand the woman the plastic card the way I have seen other women do in stores, as if the price doesn’t matter, and I’m grateful that my hand doesn’t shake, even though I’m outrageously nervous.

She hands me the receipt, a slip of paper that fits in my palm like a secret note a girl has passed to me in class. Just sign here. That’s all. My signature. My promise to pay.

Back home, my mother stares at my feet. “One hundred dollars?”

The question hovers at her lips, as if she has come across a cubist painting and is trying to untangle the parts.



First pintalabios, now shoes. Tía Chuchi doesn’t know how I turned out to be such a materialist. “No one in our family is like that,” she insists, and I would like to believe her.

It is a strange comfort to think that some aspect of being raised among strangers brought out the worst in me, that if I had been born and raised in my mother’s native land, I would have known the Kentucky that bell hooks writes about.

But this is an illusion. Colombia is where I sometimes think it began.



I am walking down the street in Bogotá, holding my mother’s hand. We are visiting for a few weeks, spending days with my grandmother and enough cousins to fill up two of my classrooms in New Jersey. The civil war reveals itself here and there, mostly in the rifles of the security guards at the airport.

As we stroll down the street, a boy my age, about six or seven, his arm thin as a twig, his lips cracked, extends a hand toward me. Our eyes meet, the same eyes I have, the same small voice except his pleads, “A few coins please, to buy a little milk.”

His hand is a tiny version of my father’s. It is dirty and scarred. I cringe, afraid of something I cannot name.

My mother snaps me close to her and quickens her pace, my head close to the fat on her hip.

“Why is that boy asking for money?” I ask.

“To buy leche.”

“But why?”

“That’s what children here have to do.”



Language is a rubber band. It bends and stretches and tries to hold in place our mothers and the street in Bogotá and the boy asking for milk.

In English, they are street children. Abandoned children. Neglected children. Thrown-away children. The adjectives expand to make sense of little boys having to ask strangers for the first taste we are entitled to in this life: milk at the tit.

In Spanish, though, in Bogotá, there is no need for extras or explanation. These boys are everywhere. They are gamines, a word borrowed from the French and meaning “to steal.” A boy who steals.

“You were so afraid of the street kids,” Tía Chuchi remembers now, fondly, as if, as a girl, I had been frightened by spiders or ladybugs or wingless birds.



After my first credit card, an offer arrives in the mail for another one. I call the 800 number nervously, as if I were asking someone on a date who has shown a bit of interest. When the person says, “You’ve been approved,” I feel it in my body, an elation like warm water.

The offers continue to come in the mail, and I buy a large, red fake-leather wallet and fill each pocket with a credit card: Discover, Visa, MasterCard, Macy’s, J. C. Penney, Victoria’s Secret. I sit in my bedroom, admiring the little plastic rectangles and feeling genuinely accomplished, because in my home, in my community, people do not have credit cards. “Nada de deudas,” my father declares, and my mother agrees—no debts.

Down on Bergenline Avenue, storeowners are used to people buying even large purchases like refrigerators with cash. Only ricos have credit. My mother doesn’t even believe in layaway plans.

At the Valley Fair department store, she explains, “It’s better to wait until you have all the money.”

“The dress will be gone by then,” I argue, to which she gives me her maddening standard answer: “There will be another one.”



During my last semester of college, I study abroad in England with a group of students from private schools. I am there on a scholarship with a $5,000 student loan and a wallet full of Visas and MasterCards. With every purchase, I tell myself why it’s necessary.

When will I be in London again? Never!

You can’t find sweaters like these back home.

What would people say if I returned without souvenirs?

This is my only chance to see a real Oscar Wilde play.

And the classic: All the other kids are going.

None of this is to say that I don’t keep track of my spending. I do. I review my new credit card charges, mentally checking off why each one was required. I monitor my bank account frequently, careful to slowly chip away at the student loan.

One night, standing in line to use the phone in our student house, I overhear one of my classmates, a tall girl from a state I’ve only seen on maps. She’s going through her own list of justifications for charges on her father’s credit card. “I had to buy the boots, Daddy.” A pause. “I know they were expensive, but I needed them. It’s so cold here.”

I shake my head, quite smug that I would never do anything like that to my own parents. My credit card bills, and I am very pleased to say this, are my responsibility. So caught up in this perverse pride, I fail to see that I am a college student with two part-time jobs back home and a student loan here, trying to pay off the kind of credit-card balances a grown white man in the Midwest is struggling to handle.



My mother is pleased that I traveled to England. She knows it’s a good place. It’s like here. Children have camitas and leche, and they don’t wake up in the middle of the night with hurting bellies or have to steal. When I remind her that children are homeless in the United States, she sighs. “It’s not the same.”

Over the years, her sisters board airplanes for Colombia, like migratory birds. Once a year, twice a year, every other year. They hear an echo of their homeland, and suddenly, they are spending weeks packing suitcases and shopping for jackets and medications and chanclas for their brothers and nieces and nephews. On the day of departure, they dress in matching skirts and blazers and tacones, like women who are traveling on business. They wear their 99-cent lipstick and take pictures at the airport.

My mother does not hear the echo of Colombia. In fact, she has not been back in more than twenty years. “What would be the point?” she says. “To see all that pobreza?” My father agrees. He also hasn’t returned to Cuba in two decades.

But it’s not poverty that scares my mother.

“It’s so sad to see the children,” she murmurs.

The street children, the ones with hungry hands and lips that never quite close.



The easy part is getting the job after college. The hard part is having the money to keep the job. To go out for drinks, dinner, and brunch. To pay for a subscription to the New York Times, the New Yorker, and New York magazine. To buy wine, even cheap wine, for yet another party, and clothes for it as well. The hard part is listening to middle-class, white coworkers talk about the poor and the working class, because it’s the ’90s and the headline is welfare reform. The hard part is nodding numbly when they say, “Isn’t that awful?” and not telling them that Mami can’t find work right now and neither can Tía Chuchi, and Papi only has a part-time job. The hard part is pretending you know what a 401(k) is, and then buying a MAC lipstick, believing it will make you more comfortable about who you are and where you come from and the things you don’t have words for.



The bills arrive each month. Discover, Visa, MasterCard, American Express. Numbers have stopped being numbers. They are hieroglyphs. The due date, the interest rates, the account numbers—all these curves and slants on the page belong to a language I am failing to learn.

My mother doesn’t understand how my wallet is so full of plastic instead of dollars, but the white girls at work are sympathetic.

“I try not to think about it,” a coworker says about her debt.

“It’s depressing,” agrees another.

“I owe thirty thousand dollars just in school loans,” one confides.



It’s the day before Halloween. The supermarket is selling mini chocolates in bulk. The party stores are peddling temporary selves: angels, devils, pirates, and princesses. Pumpkins are perched on windowsills, candles balancing on their tongues. And I am at the kitchen sink, wishing I could fit myself into a new life.

I have consolidated the debt, so that now instead of having a lot of bad little dreams, I have one giant nightmare, and it’s in my hands: the new credit card bill. It doesn’t matter that I have been sending more than three hundred dollars a month in payments. The total due does not budge.

A thread in me, a piece of hilo that has thinned over the years, snaps.

I pull every single credit card from my wallet and throw them in the freezer. I look up the support group a friend recommended, and when I show up at the meeting, I take my place in a folding chair and vow to myself that I will sit in this exact chair every week even if doing so will kill me.

And I do believe it will kill me to spend an hour listening to people talk about not having the money to pay the dentist, the paycheck being short this week, losing their jobs, and the humiliation of not being able to buy a friend a gift as expensive as the one she gave you.

There are other stories in the group, of course—positive tales about people negotiating job salaries, setting up debt-repayment plans, planning weddings without credit cards—but all I hear are the stories that scare me. I sit there, and sometimes I daydream and don’t listen, and other times I tell myself that I am not like these people. I am still going to turn out rich and confident and not worried about money.

But I do what the people at the meeting tell me to do. I buy a notebook and start writing down how much I spend and on what. A woman from the group helps me identify my slippery places, the bookstores and clothing stores where I am most likely to use a credit card. I employ the forty-eight-hour rule, waiting two days before making a purchase I haven’t planned. I even start depositing a few dollars into a savings account. Someone from the group says it doesn’t matter if all I put in there is one single dollar.

After a year, my savings total a little more than one thousand dollars. I sit at my computer, dazed. For so many years, my mother urged me to save, and my father would ask me how much I had saved, and I always insisted, at least to myself: I don’t earn enough to save it. But now, here is proof that I can do it. I have done it.

I shut my laptop and declare myself cured.



What I loved as a child about rich people on television was that they didn’t need help. They never had to stick their hand out for charity or even ask a question about what someone said in English.

We were always needing help, always needing a health clinic or a dental clinic or a women’s clinic. We were always needing someone to translate for us or give us a ride somewhere because we didn’t own a car. We were, I thought naïvely as a child, always waiting.

I was too young then to understand that health care was privatized, that factories needed people like my mother and my father and my tía, that rich people especially needed us. It was our work that made their days possible.



It takes thirty-seven days, about five weeks, for me to charge $1,003.28 on my credit cards, and for this, I blame the man at Amtrak.

Sure, I had signed up for a new credit card, telling myself that this one would be different. It wasn’t like the other cards. This was an airline credit card. I would be charging, yes, but paying it off at the end of the month, while accumulating points for a free flight. I told myself, I’ll be getting one over on the airline companies.

Instead, I find myself at Union Station in Washington, DC. I am in line behind business suits, waiting to get my electronic Amtrak ticket and feeling annoyed that I will have to wait a few hours at the station. When I reach the self-service computer monitor, an Amtrak customer representative is there (in theory) to field any questions I may have. A tall man, he is a bit older, smiling and friendly, and offers to help me locate my ticket.

He blinks at the monitor. “Your train isn’t leaving until eight o’clock.”

“I know.” I pout.

He taps the computer screen. “There’s a five o’clock train. Why don’t you take that?”

An earlier train? I look at him and find myself staring into a fatherly face. Why don’t you take the earlier train? You’re tired. You deserve it.

“How much is it?” I ask, dubious.

“It’s just another twenty-one dollars,” he says, adding, “It’s not that much. You’ll be home in no time.”

I look at the monitor and the Amtrak worker with those father-knows-best eyes and think about the guava pastry waiting for me at my auntie’s apartment in Jersey. I hand the man my credit card. He swipes it for me, and in less than a second, my reality has changed. I will not have to eat a cold sandwich at the train station and arrive in the city at midnight. I can now board the train, nap, and when I wake up, I will be home.

A month later, when I open the bill and see the amount due, I review every charge. New tires ($232.76), contact lenses ($209.51), a purchase at the Hello Kitty store ($25.05), and a few other small necessities. Important stuff, I tell myself. But still. I add up the charges, confident that the company has made a mistake. It cannot be $1,003.28. It just can’t. But it is. And the $21 for the Amtrak ticket sits there on the page, as if it were blameless.



Back to my little support group I fly, this time in tears. “This is just money,” I keep repeating. “How can it affect me like this? It’s ridiculous.”

The group meets in a church room that has fraying carpet and thin, plastic chairs. Through the windows, the morning sky is gray and dull. About twenty people have gathered to talk about the same things: money, credit cards, unsecured loans. When the meeting pauses for a break, four or five people rush to my side. They want to help.



I wish I could be like bell hooks.

She has written that because she was never accepted in white or Black middle-class circles as a young woman, she didn’t try to belong. She didn’t try to dress like she had money she didn’t have; she didn’t enjoy the illusion that material goods would make her feel better. She found that she liked to live simply, and she hated the hedonistic consumer culture that is American life.

I wish I could be like that, but I’m not. I love the iPhones and iPads, the hybrid cars and hybrid bikes, the leather shoes made in Israel, the $22.50 lipstick, the Coach handbags, the hotel rooms with flat-screen televisions in the bathrooms, the $10 herbal teas, the $3.99 a bag organic lettuce, the Kindles, the hardcover books with their deckled edges, even the $3,000 bred-to-size lapdogs.

When I create a spending plan that includes only the organic lettuce, and no fantasy that I will ever use a credit card to buy that or anything else, I am heartbroken. And embarrassed. I’m a feminist. I write about social justice issues. How can I want any of these things? I berate myself, and before that gets out of hand, I call a friend because by now I know that blaming myself for what I feel only makes me think that buying a mocha-scented soy candle for $21 will make me feel better. It doesn’t.



I wake up one morning and reach for my cell phone. I turn it on and hit a speed-dial button, but an automated voice answers me instead.

It has happened exactly as the customer-service representative said it would: a Sprint computer has shut off my phone. I can’t place another call until I have paid the bill, a little more than $200, which I will in about two days when my paycheck appears in my Washington Mutual checking account. In the meantime, I have consulted with my support team, reviewed my options, and concluded that I can live without a cell phone for three days.

The hard part is telling my mother.

I have decided to be honest, which benefits my spiritual practice but bruises my ego and worries Mami.

“What do you mean you can’t pay the phone bill?” she asks.

Not being able to pay a bill in my family means a person is close to financial ruin, about to apply for welfare or, worse, about to be thrown out of their home and forced to live on the street like gamines.

“I mishandled things,” I tell her. “But I’ll pay it on Friday.”

She grows silent, furrows her eyebrows. She’s worried and confused, because my mother is familiar with the likes of bell hooks. She can walk through the shopping mall in Paramus and feel rich from the looking.



The street children.

It’s their hands that haunt me. Little brown hands. The fingers stretched out like the basket for limosna in church on Sundays. The baskets were made of wicker, and we dropped our alms (four quarters) into them when I was a child, and the baskets ate the coins and I worried that we wouldn’t have enough to feed them. They looked like open hands to me, those baskets. Open hands and terror.






AMERICANA: A MEMOIR OF MONEY

VICTORIA PATTERSON

LAST YEAR, a friend of mine called panicked about a fancy event she had to attend in New York. Struggling to find the right attire, she asked if I might go shopping with her. This friend thinks of me as her peer, another woman writer who works to get by. She knows me as the person I present myself to be—a former waitress, a working mother who lives in low-income housing with her family.

This is all true. But that afternoon, whirling through Nordstrom with her, I felt the hidden Self come alive the way it does sometimes—the self I’m always unsuccessfully trying to kill off for good. She was still alive in me, this girl I’ve been running from for years. I knew the bag my friend should carry and what dress to match it. I knew which shoes she would wear and what color to adorn her nails. I chose the scarf and coat she should add at the end.

At the cash register, my friend, laughing, thanked me for my help. She asked where I’d learned to shop like that. I laughed and looked out at the bright gilded tacky splendor of the Americana mall and told her the truth: “You can take the rich white girl out of Newport Beach, but you can’t take the Newport Beach out of the girl.”

It’s true I have been posing as poor for years. But it’s also true that, relatively speaking, and in relation to my birth family, I am poor. Like a thousand heroines of a thousand movies and novels: I am the rich girl who forsakes everything she’s been promised for love.

But love wasn’t the only reason that I left my family. It was hate. And greed. And the sense, which I had somehow even as a young woman, that to allow myself to love them would kill me. That to stay inside their tacky splendor would be the death of all I believed in and hoped for myself.

My family’s religion is money. From the beginning, it has been their greatest preoccupation, the source of their grandest fights. Money is the thing that has made us—and destroyed us—as a family. Money is the direct source of divorces and betrayals, and it was why my mother and her brother became estranged, spending millions on lawyers in a prolonged financial feud; and why, though I’m not my mother, I’ve been disowned by my uncle, aunt, and cousins as well.

Money is what made my grandfather capitalize on the Korean and Vietnam Wars. And money is what made him sell his plane parts business and start Maple Brothers, a crown molding business, where most of the adults in my family worked, including my mother’s cousin Tommy. Tommy’s own brother fired him when a larger company made his absence a deal point in their partial buyout. Soon after, Tommy parked in front of the local fire station and put a towel to one side of his head and a gun to the other, in what I’ve come to think of as a thoughtful suicide.

Money is what my grandfather used to control and torture his wife (my grandmother) and children (my mother and uncle), and what my mother now uses to control and torture me.

At the moment, I’m trying to convince my mother to buy my shares of the family business. If I sell the 14 percent of stocks I own, I’d have economic freedom. I could buy a home and invest money. This is why I play tennis with her every Sunday, even though my ambivalence about the sport is unnerving, to say the least. Whether rich or poor, my hidden self feels like a fraud. My predicament is navigating the privilege that I both want and don’t want as a member of a tribe to which I never belonged.

Early on, I tried to free myself. My childhood was spent as an unwilling participant. Not because of money, necessarily, but because of my racism, and all of the other heinous values and politics that came with a family life centered on the attainment of wealth.

I am six years old, in a party dress at my grandparents’ house. My mother has insisted that I have a Dorothy Hamill haircut, short and wedged in the back. She nudges me into the middle of the living room to tell a joke. This has long been our routine. My father and mother teach me a joke, and I perform it for my grandparents, whom everyone in our family tries to impress. I’m pretty, sweet, and earnest, which I suppose adds a certain piquancy to what I now recognize as the rank racism of the jokes. Up until this moment, I have not understood the jokes or why they are funny. Today is no different. I don’t “get” this one either, but this is the last one I will tell for my parents. A Jew, a Black person (this is not the word I used), and a Catholic are on an airplane that’s going to crash… I struggle to get the words out, eager to please. They open the door and jump. Which one hits the ground first?

I have no idea why these particular people are in an airplane together, and I certainly can’t tell you what their labels mean. But the punch line—“Who cares?”—makes me burst into tears. It suddenly occurs to me that I’ve professed humans worthless, their deaths funny. My grandfather, a self-made multimillionaire, laughs out loud at the joke and at me, while my grandmother, laughing too, rubs my back in a gesture of consolation.

Two years later, I’m eight years old, and my older brother whispers to me in a movie theater, “You are adopted.” He intends it to be cruel, but instead of shock or sadness, I’m jubilant. It explains so much. Now that I’m not blood-locked, not truly one of them, I can love my family. We are about to see The Sound of Music. In the flickering of the movie trailer, I peer at my parents a few seats over. I have the same sloping nose and angular cheekbones as my mother, and the same flat, skinny face shape as my father. Our facial features are nearly identical, and I know my brother is lying. I begin to cry.

Soon enough, The Big Feeling and The Family Weirdo become my nicknames, and I begin to see more and more how little I share with these people I call family. Sure, my proficiency at sports and physical appearance provide the illusion of fitting in, but deep down I know I am not one of them. Still, my life is a steady flow of tennis lessons and clinics as my mother dreams of my becoming a professional tennis player. I’m gifted a light blue Honda Civic bedecked with a giant red bow on my sixteenth birthday (license plate Tory16). There’s also the country club: the kowtowing to men, the learning to please, the training to be a trophy wife. There are all the trappings of privilege: the bank card that spits out twenties whenever I want; the peers with eating disorders, plastic surgeons, and homes with elevators.

There’s one Black person at my high school, and when he asks my tennis doubles’ partner to prom, I’m pleased for her. But she declines, telling me later, “I like him, but my parents would kill me.” At the sole football game I attend, the cheerleaders direct us to cheer at our less affluent opponents: “It’s all right, it’s okay, you’re going to work for us someday.”

In my sophomore civics class, our teacher asks, “How many of you are Republicans?” All the hands rise, except mine. My best friend, three desks over, sends a warning stare: Don’t do it. Don’t raise your hand when he asks. But when he does—“How many Democrats?”—my hand goes up. I am taking steps away from my tribe, to define myself in opposition to them.

When I turn eighteen, my grandfather hands me a list of who (George H. W. Bush) and what (a straight Republican ticket) I should vote for in the upcoming election. He also gives the list to my mother and grandmother (only the women in the family receive it). I vote for Michael Dukakis and for a straight Democratic ticket, and then I let him know it.

“There must’ve been someone,” I ask him, a pleading desperation in my voice, “somewhere, at some point in our family, who wasn’t a Republican? Who felt like I do?”

“Nope,” he says, dead-eyed.

Our love is wretched and ridiculous, but I keep both feet in my tribe for security even if they are pivoted in the opposite direction. No matter that I’m ridiculed as The Big Feeling and Weirdo, I’m not ready to leave. Besides, what would it be like to exit? A stepping-off into space.

In my early twenties I meet Chris—older, half-Mexican, middle-class, an artist. He and his family revere art and culture, not financial success, and he likes to say, “Money solves money problems.” We take in Vincent van Gogh’s The Mulberry Tree at the Norton Simon Museum, and talk about literature, paintings, and movies. I read poetry aloud to him, and he doesn’t make fun of me.

A few months in, my phone rings as I am in the next room and I ask Chris to answer. It is my brother, who I know is saying “Hey, Weirdo,” his standard greeting, thinking it’s me on the line.

As I walk into the room where Chris is, I hear him respond: “Don’t call your sister that. It’s demeaning.”

I step off into space. I marry for love.

Chris was the opposite of what my family wanted and expected of me. His mother was a high school Spanish teacher, his father an author and professor at the local community college. His father passed away before I met Chris but left copious journals, which I voraciously read and admired, and I felt close to him. I began to flesh out my own possibilities as an artist, something I’d never dared imagine before. Sensing that I belonged in his family more than my own, when I married Chris, I chose and sealed my fate.

I knew that my family wouldn’t approve of my choice, but I hoped that they’d nevertheless help launch me into my new married life. After all, there was plenty of money. My grandfather had bought various homes for my parents, both as newlyweds and later, and he’d always financially assisted them. But financial support, I learned, was a by-product of living my life as they imagined, and I had not complied. My parents had always told me that they’d happily pay for my wedding; the sky was the limit, especially since I was their only daughter. But not this one, though my parents and grandparents begrudgingly attended, cautiously eating the homemade tamales and frijoles that Chris’s mother prepared.

I discovered quickly that I had no support, financial or otherwise. They believed Chris an opportunist, marrying me for their wealth. (Twenty-four years later, he’s yet to hit that financial jackpot.) Fine, I decided, I didn’t want my family’s money and all the pain that came with it anyway. My husband would become a famous painter. I’d make it as a writer. Now, I know that it’s more complicated. Only someone growing up as privileged as I had could be this naïve.

I quickly learned the value of having money. We moved into a small apartment above a dry cleaner and struggled to make ends meet. Chris went to art college, and I found a job as a waitress and a caterer at a high-end restaurant, soon learning what it was like to serve, rather than to be served, and remained the server for the next fifteen-plus years. Being served, as it turns out, is more satisfying.

Chris’s widowed mother had limited means but was always generous (“What’s mine is yours”), though her badly concealed contempt for my family was a big source of friction between us. She found them snobby, vain, shallow, and ridiculous. My family’s lack of generosity proved her point. I didn’t ask for my mother-in-law’s help, either, because, while I valued her opinions, I also held them against her. I can now say with experience that familial loyalty is real, and the adage is true: it’s fine to disparage or joke about your loved ones, but the second someone else does, it’s not okay.

Perhaps if Chris and I had chosen professions other than artists, we’d have had an easier ride. Truthfully, we’re both not that interested in money, and while we’re not extravagant or careless, we’d rather the other take care of the financial duties. My friend once told me: “You chose a bohemian lifestyle, but the problem is that you also decided to have kids.” And it’s true: my children are what made my exodus complicated.

After my first son’s birth, I craved financial security. I wanted to own a home. I wanted my son to attend the best preschools. Maids had done the difficult child-rearing tasks for my parents, who hadn’t changed diapers or potty-trained my brother and me. My mother and father weren’t parenting examples, but at least they could assist financially, I thought. But my family didn’t offer to help, and I didn’t ask. I had my pride. Besides, my disconnection from the greed, stultifying comfort, entitlement, and insulation that accompanies my family’s wealth made me feel superior to them. I sensed their vindictive pleasure in my financial travails, knowing that at the same time, they were clueless. People with money, I’ve learned, have no idea what it’s like not to have money, and they indulge their ignorance every day.

By the time my second son was born (on Medi-Cal), I had started living off my family’s scraps and it shamed me. My grandfather would occasionally, erratically, gift us money, based on tax breaks rather than generosity or need, and I’d come to rely on these financial reprieves. My mother might take me on shopping sprees, advantageous around Christmas, so that I could strategically have gifts for my sons and husband. “Get whatever you want,” she’d say, encouraging me to buy more. “Go on, get it. It’s fine.” But I’d restrain myself. Like going from an anorexic spender to a bingeing one: it sickened me.

She’d give me her old purses, which smelled like the interiors of her perpetually new luxury cars. She’d also take me to her hairdresser, since looking good is important, rich or poor. I was gifted her reward cards (for being such a good shopper!) from Saks Fifth Avenue and Bloomingdale’s (which usually amounted to around sixty dollars’ credit), and the perfume and makeup samples that came with her extravagant purchases.

Only once, when my sons were toddlers, did I ask my mother for help. Chris had been in the county hospital after a near-fatal accident, and we couldn’t afford health insurance. I hadn’t told my family, sensing we’d be judged. He was home now, but his hospitalization had rattled me: crossing through a metal detector to visit him, the subpar care. Living hand to mouth with two young sons had worn me down, and I wanted health insurance with a burning passion.

Parked in my mother’s giant SUV after a Target shopping spree where I’d bought my sons clothes and shoes, and stored up on essentials like dish soap and toilet paper, I said, “I need money.”

“That’s Chris’s job,” she said. “The husband is the provider.”

I explained how Chris cooked. How we shared parenting responsibilities; how he was emotionally supportive; how, compared to my friends’ husbands, he was amazing; how we strove not to give up on our art; and how I loved him.

When she didn’t respond, I said, “We’re struggling. I can’t make it work. The boys are insured through Healthy Families, but we’re not. I’m scared something bad will happen. We’re both working, but the restaurant and the stained glass studio where Chris works won’t provide health insurance.”

There was a long pause. Turning the air conditioner down a notch, she said, “Have you considered welfare?”

My forehead and cheeks hot, I looked out the window at the cars in the parking lot. My silence shamed me further. I realized I was alone, that I’d cemented my isolation from my tribe, and that I couldn’t turn to them for help ever again, and I never have. We were quiet, and then she drove me home. I opened the car door, and then I dragged my bags from her SUV. She didn’t come inside.

In fact, not long after, she stopped visiting altogether. It’s been close to twenty years now. Recently she explained: “It makes me too sad to see the way that you live.”

Her visits make me feel bad, too. Though I know better, it doesn’t matter. No matter how many books I write, no matter how much critical acclaim, no matter how good I am as a mother, a daughter, a wife, deep inside of me I’ve failed my tribe: I’m supposed to be rich. For my family, being poor is a moral failing.

While my mother no longer comes to me, I still go to her. Tennis is her drug, and I play with her each Sunday. But it’s not just about my being a good daughter. I think about how I can bring up money, because, you see, now I want my share. I do favors for her, like fishing her lipstick pencil from between the car seat and the front console of her Jaguar, resetting her Netflix, fixing the ice cube maker on her deluxe freezer, and explain-demonstrating how to forward texts and photographs on her iPhone, all while trying to convince her to buy the small percentage of shares of Maple Brothers that I own, willed to me by my grandfather.

Only three members are left in the family business: my mother, my brother, and me. My mother bought out everyone else. As the majority stockholder, she makes all the decisions. My brother and I have no power. No third party will buy my shares, since it’s a family business. My title, in name only, since I have no agency, is treasurer, the same position that Tommy held before he parked in front of the fire station and shot himself in the head.

As a shareholder, I receive a monthly check, the entirety of which is spent on rent, bills, and responsibilities. My mother likes to remind me that I’m indebted to my tribe for providing this income, and my ambivalence makes me feel callow, ungrateful, and like the very entitled and spoiled person that I’ve fought not to become.

My longing to be bought out of the family business—to be more aggressive about my financial well-being and demand what is mine—happened over time. I used to worry that by caring about money, I’d become like my family, my values aligned. But after twenty years of living free of them, I know I’m not, and I won’t. This realization came partially from witnessing the yearslong battle between my mother and her brother over my grandfather’s will. Millions of dollars sucked into lawyers’ fees, and it made no sense. So much money. Why fight? There was enough for everyone and more. Just a portion, I’d think, not a million, just a fraction, say a hundred thousand or so, could have changed our lives so much for the better. But the two continued to fight, the money drained away, and in a fury, my uncle, aunt, and cousins disappeared from my life.

I don’t want that life. I don’t want those problems. I will never choose them.

My husband, our sons, and I live in a small house owned by the California Department of Transportation, one of the homes rented out to nonprofits and low-income families in the continuing battle over the dreaded 710 freeway. Some of the Caltrans houses have already sold to the lower-income families at a price they can afford; ours will come up for sale someday. We’ve been waiting for more than twenty years now, stuck in a kind of economic limbo, relying on Caltrans to determine our future: a bureaucratic nightmare. But now that I’m a member of Maple Brothers, and my mother uses the company for tax purposes (it appears as though I’m receiving money I’m not), I’m screwed. On paper I’m wealthier than I am in life.

Now that I no longer qualify as low income, I’m trying to full-heartedly claim my privilege, without full-heartedly returning to my tribe. I want what is mine, so that my sons and husband will benefit, and so that we can finally own a home.

Last Sunday on the tennis court, as I gave my mother lobs and volleys, I said, “Buy me out.”

She said she’d check with her “financial people,” and I knew nothing would change.

“Do you think,” I asked, hitting her a forehand, “that if I don’t depend on you financially, I’ll stop visiting? Are you afraid I won’t take care of you? Are you still punishing me for my marriage?”

We switched sides, hitting backhands, and I said, “I don’t want to destroy our relationship.”

I’m not my birth family, and yet I’ve needed—and still need—their money. The emotional bonds are financial. A vocal tribe dissenter, I haven’t freed myself, and I’ve learned from repeated, continuing, and endless trials that you can’t fully extract the girl from Newport Beach, just like you can’t marry for love and assume that money won’t matter.

In my long reckoning, I’ve struggled with my bondage to my tribe, my inability to escape, my humiliation, and the benefits, too—the entire scrappy mess. This coming Sunday, I’ll play tennis with my mother, compelling her between shots—with unlikely success—to buy me out. My internal dialogue, as I try to summon perspective, will go something like this: Spoiled brat. Lighten up. Complaining about tennis at an exclusive club in Newport Beach. Most people would appreciate the extravagance.

Dressing in tennis gear and pretending to be someone I’m not feels torturous, and also natural. After all, I’m good at the sport, from the years and years of lessons. And what I’ll ask myself for the thousandth time, and what I ask you now, is this: Can we ever really be free from the tribe to which we were born?

Can we ever really find a way to reject the world that gave us life?
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