


[image: image]





 The Broke Diaries

 The

 Broke

 Diaries

 $$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$

 The Completely True and

 Hilarious Misadventures of

 a Good Girl Gone Broke

 ANGELA NISSEL

 [image: image]

 VILLARD

 NEW YORK


Copyright © 2001 by Angela Nissel

 

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Villard Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.

 

VILLARD BOOKS is a registered trademark of Random House, Inc. Colophon is a trademark of Random House, Inc.

 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

 

Nissel, Angela.

The broke diaries: the completely true and hilarious misadventures of a good girl gone broke/Angela Nissel.

p. cm.

1. Nissel, Angela. 2. College students—United States—Biography.

3. College students—United States—Finance, Personal. I. Title.

la229 .n55 2oo1

382.1’98—dc21 00-047321

 

Villard website address: www.villard.com

eISBN: 978-0-375-50670-3

v3.0_r1




Contents

Author’s Note

Introduction

The Broke Diaries

Acknowledgments


 Dedicated to my mother

 and her sense of humor




Author’s Note

The characters in this book are real, but it bears mentioning that I have used pseudonyms for a number of them in order to protect their privacy, and in a few cases I have gone a step further by altering their descriptions just to cover my ass even more. Though this is a work of nonfiction, I have taken certain storytelling liberties, particularly having to do with the timing of events. Where the narrative strays from strict nonfiction, my intention has been to remain faithful to the characters and to the essential drift of events as they really happened.

 Introduction

“You’re a damn liar, Ang! This can’t all be true. No one would date a lunatic chicken farmer just to get free rotisserie.”

Well, I did. When you’re as broke as I was, you really don’t mind deranged people as long as they bring food.

Hmm, I guess some people would consider me deranged, too. What healthy person keeps a diary of the scandalous things she does to make ends meet?

Thing is, everyone has a broke diary. Maybe you never wrote yours down, perhaps your broke diary is just a collection of memories from college, or all those low-paying jobs you had. Maybe your broke diary is no memory, ’cause you’re broke as hell right now and sitting in that bookstore chair planning on reading my whole book over a latte and a scone instead of buying it.

Yeah, I know how you feel. Yep, people used to say the “you’re going to look back at these broke times and laugh one day” line to me, too. Thing was, I needed to laugh while I was broke, not later—when my checks were so rubber, I had to get them rotated and balanced. To facilitate the laughter, I started posting a few of my broke diary entries on the Web. Broke people the world over took a break from slurping up their ramen noodles to laugh at me. Seems even the brokest of the broke thought my fiscal dilemmas were a bit bizarre. (You mean everyone doesn’t break up her landlord’s marriage just to get out of paying rent? People have no creativity!)

Thankfully, those days of giving free laughs and lessons to my fellow broke man are over. Some big powerful book publishing people surfed across my diary and now I’m getting paid to write about being broke! Well, provided that you get up from that bookstore chair and actually buy the book . . . or in a couple of years you’ll be not buying the sequel to this book.

And I’ll be eating more of Farmer Boy’s pets. (It was a damn tasty meal, though.)

 Two piece and a biscuit,

 Ang
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JANUARY 5

Dear Broke Diary:

I’ve been standing in line for seven minutes.

Oh, you know which line. It’s the beginning of the spring semester and I’m in line.

No, of course I’m not in the bookstore line, I can’t afford textbooks.

This is the “sign up for our credit card and get a free gift pack full of toiletries and mints” line.

I’m kinda in a rush today, but Janelle says the cans of shaving cream are really big this year. Plus, she told me they don’t have “Not for Sale” stamped on the bottom of the can like the ones last year. That means we can hang on to them until the holidays and give them to relatives as stocking stuffers.

I know I’m a hypocrite. I balk at giving my Social Security number to the phone-company people, but I will not only give my Social Security number to this man with the free Certs, I will wait in line as long as it takes to do so.

I am waiting in line to exchange my personal information for shaving cream, deodorant, and food.

This is my own personal Great Depression.

Oh well, I hope I get spearmint flavor this year.

I don’t like peppermint.

Love,

Angie



JANUARY 6

Dear Broke Diary:

You know what? Call me slow, but those mints aren’t free.

I’m looking at my last six credit-card statements, and through my interest accrual and late fees I’m subsidizing the free-mint program for every student in North America.

How’d I get used like this? I didn’t even mean to use this credit card. Ever. I signed up for it last year, got my free Frisbee, and promised myself it would be only for emergencies. That is, if I was even approved: Why would they give a card to a student who earns less in a year than most people pay in taxes?

Well, obviously if I’m sitting here writing about the card, they approved me. Amazing how things become “emergencies” when you can charge them to a credit card. That new leather jacket, boy, if I ever get stuck somewhere out of town, I’m sure it will transform into a train ticket and get me home. Good old emergency leather jacket.

So, um, if you’re a college student reading this right now and you have soft silky legs and cool minty fresh breath, thank me, okay? Don’t thank the guy at the credit-card table. He’s there to bring you down.

I’m serious. I think I need to go see a campus counselor. I don’t think I can walk by that mint table again. If I see a student pop a mint, I might snatch him up by the collar and take the rest of the pack. Those mints are mine! And everyone on campus should be stinky and hairy except for me. Gimme my mints!

Know what? I’m going to get back in that line right now and get five more packs. I deserve at least that. I’ll write down fake Social Security numbers.

Ang

Postscript at 4:00 P.M.:

Well, well, well. Don’t I feel a tad stupid? I forgot that you had to give the dude at the sign-up table your student I.D. Which, coincidentally, has your Social Security number on it. I couldn’t put down a fake Social Security number, so I might be getting two new credit cards. (Whose bright idea was it to put our Social Security numbers on our I.D.s? Lose your I.D. and someone knows what you look like, has your signature, can look in the student directory to get your address, then can sign up for a home mortgage. Hell, with the info that’s on our student I.D., someone can steal our whole identity. Go, Ivy League!) (P.P.S. I hear they are going to stop doing that next year. Wonder how many meetings that’ll take and if it’ll raise tuition.)



JANUARY 7

Dear Broke Diary:

I think I may no longer have to commit misdemeanors to make sure I pass my classes.

You remember how Janelle stole that book from our teaching assistant’s office last semester, right? Well, she actually felt kind of bad about that, so she’s been stealthily searching for ways to get free books that don’t involve the “grab and run” technique.

This morning, she called me at 9:15 A.M. I was in no rush to answer the ring, because it could only have been a bill collector at that early hour.

After the fourth ring, I roll over and answer the phone in an overexaggerated sleepy manner.

Janelle’s voice starts shrieking through my phone.

“Girl, ohmygod! Wake up! I have just found the book hookup of LIFE!!!”

Janelle’s voice is so high-pitched, it’s damn near a whistle. Her calling me this early and screaming? This must truly be the “book hookup of LIFE.” The thought jolts me awake.

I haven’t said anything besides my sleepy “Hello” yet; she keeps shrilling on about how “great” and “sweet” the hookup is, but those are only adjectives. I need action words. Verbs. Please. Janelle.

I interrupt her infomercial.

“Janelle. You woke me up to brag? I know you’re going to give me details on how to get the book hookup!”

“Come over! I can’t tell you over the phone! You owe me big-time for this one!”

Now, I highly doubt that our fine university conducts phone taps on its students (though if they did, I’d surely be the first one bugged), but I agree to get dressed and walk to Janelle’s house. She is the monk on the mountain, I am the one seeking knowledge. It is I who must climb.

When I get to her house, I don’t even have to ring her doorbell. She’s already on her porch, pacing excitedly with a cigarette dangling between her fingertips. She hardly ever smokes. This is all so highly dramatic, it better be good.

As soon as I reach the top step, she hands me a cardboard box. “Read this,” she says.

The box has an overnight-shipping sticker on it. I have no idea what this P.O. box is on the return label. It’s addressed to Janelle. Well, actually, to Professor Janelle Hall.

“Open it, Ang.”

I do.

Wow.

Not only does it contain the main textbook for our psychology class, it also includes a “Guide for Teachers” and a whole ‘nother book filled with sample test questions for each chapter. This is too good to be true. Like, this is stuff students aren’t supposed to see! How’d she get it sent to her house? And I know she’s not about to tell me she didn’t pay for this stuff.

Janelle blows a stream of smoke out the side of her mouth, proudly folds her arms, fixes her eyes on mine, and declares, “I got all of this for free. Can you believe how fly this is? I don’t think I’ll ever pay for another book in my life!”

If she didn’t stop showing off and tell me how to do it for my classes, I was set to smack her upside her head with the damn box and knock her off of her own porch. You don’t tease a fellow Brokette with tales of free books during the first week of classes and not share your secrets! That’s against the code of honor! Lucky for her, she started speaking.

“You know Sue, the psychology secretary, right? I was talking with her about finances and stuff, telling her how hard it was to afford all these books. She starts telling me I need to become a professor, ’cause she opens packages from publishing houses to the professors every day. Sue said if the publishing houses think I’m a professor and I tell them I’m thinking about using their book for a class, they’ll send it to me for free.”

Well, I’ll be damned. The secretaries do know it all, don’t they? A lot of students aren’t as polite as they should be to the secretaries, but my broke crew is. We actually have people in our families who are secretaries, so we know the deal. It’s funny when some students talk about hacking into the Registrar’s Office computers to change their grades. Wouldn’t it just be easier to establish a rapport with the secretaries who enter the grades? Secretaries rule.

Janelle looks at her watch and says she has to get ready for class. “I’m actually excited about class today,” she says. “I have the book.”

And, by God, I shall soon have the book as well!

It’s 10:20 A.M. now. I’m not going back to sleep. I’m calling Directory Assistance and getting the number for the publisher of every book on each of my syllabi.

I’m already excited, and I haven’t even seen one free book yet. Man, if it works for me as smoothly as it worked for Janelle, I’m ordering books for classes I’m not even in. I’ll be the campus book dealer.

I’ll be the queen of broke students!

Official secretary groupie,

Angie



JANUARY 12

Dear Broke Diary:

Excuse me while I put this pen down and back-flip buck naked off of my couch again! Woohoo!

My first set of books came! Woohoo! Woohoo!

[image: image]

Okay, okay, so I punked out a little: I couldn’t proclaim myself a professor on the first call. That just seemed too much of a leap. Professor Angela Nissel. Every time I said it aloud to myself I began to chuckle, so I couldn’t get up the nerve to say it to a stranger on the phone.

Me: Yes, I’d like a copy of your book Introduction to Cultural Anthropology to review for this upcoming class I’m going to be teaching.

Them: Sure, and who should we send it to?

Me: Professor Angela Nuh-nuh-nuh-bwhahahahah!!

Them: And how do you spell that?

I don’t think that would have gotten me a free book. A complimentary copy of Self-help Psychiatry perhaps, but that’s not the textbook I am looking for.

I reinvented myself as a teaching assistant. A lost teaching assistant who was just trying to follow her professor’s orders for getting her free book.

“Hi, I’m trying to get the teacher’s edition of Introduction to Cultural Anthropology. I’m heading up three recitations this semester and my professor said I should call here.”

“Sure, I’ll be happy to help you with that. Where should I send the book to?”

I gave her my address, inserting “Department of Anthropology” in front of my street address. I also changed my apartment number to a suite number, just to make it sound a little more authentic.

“Do you need a teaching guide and sample tests also?”

I am surprised she didn’t hear me gasp. I’m not only getting free books, they are thrusting additional aids upon me! When I grow up, I want to be a teaching assistant!

“Yes, actually. That would be great. Send those along, too.” (I was tryin’ all hard to sound proper, I don’t know why. . . . The teaching assistants talk worse than I do.)

Today the postman delivered the package right to my door. I was a little nervous signing for it. I always expect some undercover collegiate SWAT team to swoop down on me when I scam for the sake of higher education. But today I sit here, without handcuffs, starting my anthropology reading.

Crime is addictive. I think I’m ready to take it to that next level. For my next book act, I’ll gather up my courage and step up to the role of professor.

When I do start my Broke Student Union, I’m going to tell every member about this scam!

Then again, no, I better keep this one to myself. If word of this spreads, someone at the publishing houses is apt to catch on. “University of Pennsylvania sure has a lot of anthropology professors!” Plus, if the rich kids find out, they’ll abuse it and use their parents’ money to buy more beer.

Today is a wonderful day. My only wish is that it didn’t take until the last semester of my senior year to find this out.

Love,

Professor Nuh-nuh-nuh-bwhahahahah (aka Ang)



JANUARY 14

Dear Broke Diary:

I made $4,750 last year.

I got a $1,200 phone bill today.

For me, seeing a Total Amount Due of $1,200 is like the guy who makes $50,000 a year getting a $12,500 phone bill.

You with me now? The phone company is telling me I owe it one fourth of a year’s salary.

If I’d actually made $1,200 worth of phone calls, I’d live up to my obligations and pay the phone company. No effing sweat. I’d just go without a phone for four or five years while I paid them for the calls, you know? Whatever it took to make up for the stupidity of making $1,200 in phone calls, I’d do. I’d have to because I was dumb enough to make that many phone calls.

Um, okay. I’d lie my ass off at first and act like I didn’t make any of the calls. I’d be faking tears and everything. I’d talk about my sick kids, my dying dog, flirt with the customer-service guy. Whatever. You do what you gotta do. That’s $1,200.

Then, if they didn’t believe me, I’d work out a payment plan. None of this matters, though. This $1,200 phone bill I received is 100 percent phone company error. I don’t have to lie because I didn’t do anything wrong. (Now, there’s a quote of the month for ya!)

Boy, big companies sure will tell a lowly customer when we’ve made an error. Let you or me make a mistake and forget to send in payments for a couple of months, they’ll send warning letters every day. They’ll embarrass us by calling us at work. They will spend $500 to get back the $50 that we owe them. But don’t try to tell them they’ve messed something up. It’s like the error process doesn’t work in reverse.

Even if you somehow miraculously get them to admit they’ve wronged you, getting them to actually correct it is another matter entirely.

For the past six months, I have been receiving error-filled bills. I’ve called in and reported the errors every time. No one has yet to correct the problem.

Here’s the reason I was given as to why my bills are so high: I am mistakenly being billed the business rate of up to a dollar per minute for long-distance calls.

Linda, the customer-care representative I spoke to last time, says it’s because I have a “recycled phone number” that used to belong to a business. A “Pete’s Restaurant,” to be exact. No one at the phone company pressed whatever button they needed to press to let billing know that this phone number no longer belongs to Pete and his business but to a regular ol’ residential customer.

One time, you know, back before my phone company thought I was running a Fortune 500 company out of my efficiency apartment, I didn’t pay my long distance for two months and they just cut it off. No note, no calls. Just tried to dial Chicago one day and got a message saying such costly calls weren’t allowed from my phone.

Like I said, this is the sixth month this has been going on. (Note to Broke People: You might want to sign up for phone service as a business. It seems that you can dodge your long-distance bill forever and you will never get your service shut off! Your credit will be messed up, but hey, if you’re broke, it probably already is!)

Every month, I spend at least an hour on the phone with “customer-care people” trying to get this straightened out. They keep telling me it’s fixed, so I start making calls again, but when I get the bill, I’m still being charged the business long-distance rates. I have not paid one of these bogus long-distance bills, and now we’re up to $1,200.

They even handed my account over to a collection agency. Like my credit isn’t messed up enough already without them adding on stuff that’s not even my fault.

While I was opening my phone bill today, I was praying that the phone company had finally come correct. I cannot take another month of this. Six months of having basic phone service shut off every month for nonpayment, only to get them to restore it after I explain the situation, but then they charge me a restoration fee, as if this whole thing wasn’t their fault to begin with.

I was steamin’ after I opened this bill. I’m still trying to calm down.

I can’t. It’s been six months. My politeness platter expires after four months. At five months, it smells up the whole house. At six months, it transforms into a emotional delicacy known as GOTDAMN BURNING ANGER. I just have a li’l temper, that’s all.

I was going to call the company and curse out every single “phone person,” but it’s so hard to get a human on the phone on a Saturday. I’d just be cursing into someone’s voice mail, and there is nothing that sounds dumber than an angry voice-mail message. Would you call back someone who was flipping out?

I decided to calm down and fax the letter below to the company that has been billing me, to help them understand that I do not own a business.

TO: The “Please Give This Girl Her Money Back” Office


COMPANY: LD Discount Plan


    
Hello to all my friends at LD Discount Plan!


    
It’s me, the girl in Philadelphia who does not own a business but is being billed as one!!


    
Yeah, hi! How are you? How’s your mom? Great, great. That’s good.


    
I’m not so good.


    
While I am still waiting on credits from your company, I have received (gasp!) yet another bill with these lovely business rates. Imagine calling your aunt in New York to find out what size your cousin wears so you can buy him a sweater for his birthday, only to get the bill for that call and realize you can’t afford the sweater anymore and now your cousin thinks you don’t care. Why are you breaking apart my family, LD Discount Plan?


    
Hopefully, after that long three-way call last month with my local carrier, your company, and myself, everyone involved will realize that I am not a business, I am a woman. I am tired of being treated like a McDonald’s.


    
Could I please receive my credit for the last month, as well as the other ones I am entitled to?


    
C’mon, how would you feel seeing a bill like this, month after month after month?


    
Hope your New Year’s went well. I know you guys so well, maybe I’ll be invited to the holiday office party next year!


Sincerely,


Angela Nissel


CEO of Nothing, Nada, Zilch, and Zip, LLC






    
If you cannot read this fax, please call me. I’m doing it on the computer, when I’m really more of a “take it to Kinko’s” kind of gal. I would have my secretary do it, but HEY!, she doesn’t exist.


    
Please call me at least to let me know the amount of my credit. You used to do it every month. Recently, I haven’t received a call. I’m beginning to feel so used.

I got a call about ten minutes after I sent this fax. Some lady told me she thought the fax was funny and she’d get to working on the problem right away. The true test will come, of course, when I see a credit on my bill.

Feel free to modify and use this letter to suit your needs if anyone at your phone company happens to think you’re a business (yeah, like this would ever happen to anyone besides me . . . ).

Love,

Angie



JANUARY 17

Dear Broke Diary:

My car won’t start again. I think it might be dead for good this time.

I hate catching the bus.

Hmm, no, actually being on the bus is okay. It’s waiting at the bus stop that I hate.

People who drive by look down their noses at me.

No, I’m not paranoid! I’m serious! If I’m on the corner and a car has stopped at the light or whatever, at least one person in the car will look at me. No smile. Just a condescending stare until they drive off. I hate people who think they are cute because they ride in cars.

I know my bus-stop people feel me. Don’t people just stare at you like they’re on a bus-stop tour and you’re one of the monuments?

“Ladies and gentlemen, if you’d look to your left, you’ll see a young lady waiting on the 42 bus. She’s only going ten blocks, but it will take her an hour. Actually, ladies and gentlemen, you don’t have to look at her too closely, we can go get some refreshments, see the Liberty Bell, and homegirl will still be standing right there when we get back.”

Hmm, know what? About five more cars have passed by, and I notice not everyone stares at me. The overwhelming majority of stares come from the eyes of women. Women riding shotgun with a man at the wheel.

They were probably thinking of breaking up with their man, then took a good hard look at shivering little old me and saw a vision of their manless, carless future.

“Damn, I can’t break up with Justin yet. It’s too damn cold. I’ll be at the bus stop, teeth chattering, just like that curly-head girl right there. I’ll wait until the spring.”

Yeah, it’s mostly passenger women giving me that look, but sometimes whole cars of folk will look. Sometimes everyone laughs. I hate that.

Are they laughing at me ’cause I’m doing that street-sidewalk two-step? You know, the one where you walk into the street and crane your neck to see if the bus is coming? It’s usually not, so you walk your ass right back to the sidewalk and wait some more. Why do we do that? It’s not like most of us have another option if the bus isn’t coming. We’re catching the bus ’cause we don’t have cab money. Duh.

Maybe I’m being paranoid. No one is staring or laughing at me.

Maybe I’m just bitter.

Bitter because going from working car back to the bus stop is, like, the ultimate status drop.

Bitter because there was nothing like just being able to get in my car and actually park near my destination. Nothing like being able to leave someplace whenever I wanted to leave.

Damn, I’m in a bad mood, right? I’m sorry. Bus stop’ll do that to you.

I got the bitter bus-stop blues.

Whoa! I’m a genius! I’m going to make a song called “The Bitter Bus-Stop Blues.” No instruments except horns interspersed with the “ding ding” of the rope you pull on to signal your stop. The chorus will be people shouting, “Back door!”

Okay, I’m bugging out. Making up bus-stop songs like I work for Sesame Street or something. Maybe I should just go home. This isn’t a necessary trip. I’m meeting up with Victoria and going to a cabaret with her and her two cousins.

I do kinda want to go. That’s why I’m on this corner in the cold. I’ve never been to a cabaret. Hell, I don’t even know what a cabaret is. What I do know is that this bus better hurry up, because I have to be at her house in twenty minutes.

What else I know is that this chick in the burgundy Buick better stop staring at me before I throw this notepad at her.

C’mon, bus,

Ang



JANUARY 18, 8:03 A.M.

Dear Broke Diary:

Whew! That cabaret was fun!! I’m glad I stayed all night! I’m about to send a thank-you card to Victoria’s cousins! Thanks for the tickets, guys! So much fun!

Love,

Ang

 

Just kidding.

You know I wouldn’t be up this early writing about the cabaret had it actually been a joyous shindig. (Actually, any weekend night I’m not at home fantasizing about all the people who are out having fun isn’t a total loss. Just wanted to put that out there in case I sound depressing.)

I’d met Victoria’s cousins once before. Gerald and Peanut




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































*I’m talking about your mind! Better to have no heat or lights than to be known as the Utility Company Ho!
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