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1. The Depth of my Debt


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


Adam Smith


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


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


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


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


I glance at my reflection in a shop window.


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


I’m in pretty good shape.


I’ve never given birth.


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


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


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


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


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


I pass the supermarket.


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


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


“You can’t spare one pound?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


That’s ten evenings.


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


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


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


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


Oh god — would I have to post my picture?


Shuddering, I expel the thought.


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


I arrive at the bank and it hits me.


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


Ten grand would change my life.


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


I enter the bank.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


She smiles sympathetically.


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


Casilda asks how much debt is on the credit card.


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


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


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


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


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


“I’m self-employed.”


“Oh, that’s nice.”


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


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


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


“Voiceovers?”


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


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


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


“Amazing,” Casilda says as she types.


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


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


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


“I imagine you work very hard.”


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


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


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


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


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


“That’s brave.”


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


She says she’s sorry.


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


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


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


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


“No. I’m alone.”


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


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


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


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


I shake my head.


She raises her eyebrows.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


 


The Ledger


Love


Not over my ex, T


Money


– £10,284.71 in debt


£1,238.73 in bank


Career


No jobs lined up, no prospects & no auditions 


Total


0










2. Assessing my Assets


Asset, noun



	1.
	a useful or valuable thing or person.





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




 


 


 


Dignity, Haley.


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


I roll my shoulders back and start to walk.


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


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


Dignity is defined as:


 


1. the state of being worthy of respect.


2. a calm or serious manner.


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


 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Now, Visa,” I say out loud.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Unfortunately that’s how interest works.”


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


“Yes, I can see that; however—”


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


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


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


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


I laugh. “Too late.”


“Guess so.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Yes?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“He did make me a mix tape.”


“That’s good.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Exactly.”


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


 


INVENTORY FOR THE EX-BOYFRIEND YARD SALE


Mix Tape


Necklace


Ukulele


Bicycle


Typewriter


Backpack


Jewellery Box


T-shirt


 


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










3. Systems Management


“. . . the systems approach to management, is based on the idea that ‘everything is interrelated and interdependent’.” 


Smriti Chand


I meet Milo at Franco Manca’s in Kentish Town. As he places his phone, wallet and multi-tool on the glass tabletop, I press my back into the exposed brick wall. Milo is a golden retriever of a man right down to his big, soft paws — positive, dependable, chummy with everyone. Occasionally, I wonder what it would be like to sleep with him, but it’s a more scientific query rather than a buried desire. I knocked the question mark out of our orbit by enlisting Milo’s insight into my various dilemmas with T, and Milo is in a five-year relationship. Any romantic tension has been successfully relegated to the friend zone.


Milo eats posh pizza whenever possible but otherwise maintains being a foodie is the laziest of hobbies. We often meet at Franco Manca’s.


Inhaling my droopy crust margherita, I wallow about the bank and my credit card debt.


“Ah dude,” he says, “I can help you.”


“Milo. I don’t want your money,” I say hurriedly, waving my hands.


He assures me he’d never offer it. “Never lend to friends. No—” he turns his phone to me, displaying a colour-coded spreadsheet — “I have a system.”


“Tell. Me. Everything.” I top us up from our carafe of house wine.


“Okay,” he says leaning back and closing his app, “so, I was terrible with money. Like terrible, terrible, till I was in my mid-thirties—”


“Aren’t you like thirty-seven?”


“I’m thirty-nine, McGee, but yeah, till about two years ago I was shite.”


“But haven’t you been living in Julie’s flat for years?”


I’ve only met Milo’s girlfriend Julie once. She’s a copywriter and he’s a freelance lighting designer for bands and corporate trade shows. They live in one of the six flats her family owns in east London. I’m finding it difficult to take his financial advice terribly seriously and say so.


Milo’s Scottish accent amplifies. “McGee, I have never accepted a penny of her parents’ money. I was raised to pay my own way. When you accept favours there are always strings attached.” He insists that without fail he’s deposited his share of the flat’s market value into Julie’s parents’ account every month.


“Okay, okay. Very admirable.”


“Fuck off,” he laughs. “But I was still shit with money. Like literally bricking it sometimes when the first of the month would roll around. Because I was secretly in debt on my credit card. It was bad.”


“Oh my god, it’s the worst.”


“The worst. Felt like absolute shite. And I actually went — wait for it.” He slurps up the better part of a slice and chomps it like a camel.


“I’m waiting.”


He exaggerates his chewing, swallows and pronounces, “To Debtors Anonymous.”


“What, like AA?”


“Yeah, but for people in debt.”


“Did you have a gambling problem?”


“No. Some people there did, but no. It was great. And they got me doing this thing which has literally saved me.” He leans forward. I’m on bated breath. “Every morning, when I get up and have my coffee, I write down everything I spent the day before into a notebook. And then on Saturdays, I enter all of that spending into the spreadsheet I showed you. And then at the end of the month, I look at where my money is going and where I can save.”


I nod slowly. I love this system. (Ollie says I’m obsessed with systems management.) I’m also bracing myself for what this system will uncover. “It’s going to be all coffees and eating out isn’t it?”


“Well, you’ll see. It’s super interesting. And it really gives you a picture of how much you need to earn to afford your life.”


I dot chili oil onto my plate and twizzle my crust through it. “I’m going to have to get a Joe-job,” I grumble.


“A what?”


“A temp job, a pin job, a shitty job that you do to earn cash, that is flexible and easy and that you can drop in a heartbeat when something better comes along. A Joe-job. A job for an average Joe.”


A real boasting point for me is that I have earned my living entirely as an artist since I was twenty-five. I’ve never been rich, but I was living off my art and those optics dazzled me. It often meant rocking up to new acting gigs deep in the red and using the first few pay cheques to get back in the black. It was “fiscally irresponsible”, but the money always came, and I owned all my time.


I talk a bit about my plan to sell my items. Milo says it’s a good start, but my focus should not be a Band-Aid solution. My aim should be to remedy my relationship with money once and for all.


He pays for the meal. The night has turned soggy but neither of us wants to call it, so we meander down to Camden and along the canal.


Milo describes the categories he sorts his expenses into and explains that he tracks his income on an adjoining spreadsheet. He waxes on about the importance of building up a capital base and the eventual necessity of diversifying my portfolio. Milo doesn’t ask a lot of questions, but he does drive me home. When I get out, I thank him.


He says, “Thank DA,” and hollers that tracking spending is the reason he was able to afford his car.


I begin tracking the next morning.










4. The Pricing Predicament


“The moment you make a mistake in pricing, you’re eating into your reputation or your profits.”


Katharine Paine


“What if I told you I suffered a flesh wound for the necklace?”


“Did you?”


“Well, sort of.”


I’m strolling around Hampstead Heath with Fi, my best friend in London. She, like Navid, works from home on Wednesdays, and so sometimes I meet with her to escape the noise of the TV which Navid keeps on a low rumble all day, while simultaneously watching YouTube videos on photo editing.


“John Lewis — no.” Fi pulls her dog away from a splattered ice cream cone on the pathway. John Lewis is a rescue. His previous owners named him after the department store. Fi and her husband Ru tried to change his name — John Legend, John Junior, Don Luis, Brutus, Ron Vesuvius, Johan, Amazing Khan — but John Lewis is the only thing the dog responds to.


“Okay, well get this,” I say. “When I went to visit the guy who gave me the necklace, I took a bus. I was at acting school in Toronto and he was at police college in a city 120 miles away. On the bus, someone had wedged a box cutter — a scalpel — between the seats. But I didn’t notice the blade till I moved to get comfortable, and the knife sliced through my new jeans—”


Fi sucks air through gritted teeth.


“—through the flesh of my bum, drawing blood.”


“Love! That’s awful.”


We head into a wooded portion of the Heath where tall ivy-licked trees shade us from the midday sun.


“I know. So, do you think that flesh wound increases or decreases the value of the necklace he gave me for my nineteenth birthday?”


She pauses to let John Lewis sniff the myriad of dog markings surrounding us. “How big is the diamond?”


“Tiny. It’s mostly sapphire.”


“Do you reckon it was ethically sourced?”


“I highly doubt it. I also believe it was paid for with money he made selling marijuana.”


She releases John Lewis from his lead and laughs. “Increase, I guess, because you suffered pain and had to, what, get stitches?”


“I had to mend my jeans.”


Fi’s a pragmatic person. I suspect she said increase because she wants to make me feel good. I take it. And carry on.


“Now what if I told you that the guy who gave me the necklace is the person I ‘gave’ my virginity to — increase/decrease?”


“Increase. John Lewis — NO.” She trots towards John Lewis, who’s entangled in a shrub. I follow hot on her heels. This is what I’ve been grappling with as I attempt to post the objects online, and I need an external perspective.


“Okay, and what about the fact that the demand for sapphires has gone up by two thousand per cent since Kate Middleton started wearing a sapphire ring?”


“Increase, definitely. Hold this.” She passes me her coffee cup and gets down on the ground. The smell of barista-made latte floods me with jealousy. I’m down to the sludge of my homemade brew in one of Navid’s reusable mugs. After one week of money tracking, my outgoings on booze, dining out and coffees from cafés surpassed my rent. Navid’s cafetière is now in daily use, as I’ve cut coffee culture from my life. £2.40 per day x 365 = £876, versus a bag of coffee from Sainsbury’s at £4 lasting two weeks. 26 weeks x £4 = £104, which is a saving of £772.


Fi yanks John Lewis away from the garbage he was mowing down on, attaches the lead to his collar and scolds him for being a scrounger. “Sorry. I swear he’s going through a rebellious phase.”


“One last question, then I’m done.”


She gestures for me to go on.


“What if I told you that my first thought when I opened the necklace was, ‘Now I can never break up with him’?”


Fi stops in her tracks and looks at me.


“Increase/decrease?”


“Did you really think that?”


“Yes. I then proceeded to do thirteen shots in an hour. My knees started giving out on the dance floor. I was kicked out of a nightclub before midnight. And I threw up in the cab on the way back to his dorm.”


“A rager.”


I tell her how good natured he was about it all. How he stayed up all night, sitting on the edge of the bathtub while I cleaved to the toilet, cajoling me to drink water between bouts of vomiting, and how the next day he kept saying, “Babe, you had a classic nineteenth birthday.”


“Nineteen was the drinking age?”


“Yeah.”


She tilts her head up, squinting into the sun and considers. “Decrease? Although I guess it’s terrible to feel trapped. Does a bad feeling make it decrease or increase?”


“I don’t know.”


Fi polishes off her coffee and lobs the cup into a bin on our path.


Here I’m hit with a genuine predicament. Does a miserable time mean front lawn, barter me down, hell I’ll give it away for free, it’s worthless junk? Or should I be compensated for my suffering? Should I be seeking financial retribution? And if that’s the case does that mean that the objects that have positive associations should be given away for free? Or are they the most precious? Should they be kept under glass — preserved as priceless relics of unspeakable bliss?


“I don’t know how to price any of my things given all the factors at play.”


She lets John Lewis off his leash again. He bounds towards a group of dogs tussling. “Yeah, it’s a conundrum.”


“I mean, there’s got be some formula or equation or algorithm out there, somewhere, that could take into account all the ways we invest in our romantic relationships and spit out a price for the material things we’re left with when the romance dies — a formula for the cost of love.”


Fi points at me. “Now that’s something people would pay for.”


“Oh my god. Can you imagine?”


John Lewis is trying to hump a dog that isn’t interested, and we go running to intervene. Both of us shouting, “John Lewis — NO!”


Having schooled him on the necessity of consent, we walk up to the lookout.


“This is what scares me about motherhood,” Fi says. “How do you raise a decent bloke?”


“Wait — are you pregnant?”


Fi goes quiet. Then says, “I don’t think so but, uh, it’s going to happen.” She reveals that after almost twenty years, she’s gone off the contraceptive pill. She’s been with her husband for a decade. It’s time.


I admire Fi. Her job as a television producer isn’t her passion, but she works her ass off and then savours her weekends popping off to Europe, hosting political supper clubs, baking elaborate confections and seeing every important film. Our friendship works because we openly acknowledge that we don’t want the other’s life.


We look down at the rooftops of central London. Although she’s ambivalent about the baby, the sex she and Ru are having while trying to make a baby is the hottest sex they’ve ever had.


“It’s like, sex 2.0. It’s like . . . like teenager gropey but with this kind of deep, soul-touching element.” She shrieks as she wraps up her description.


I widen my eyes, clasp her arm and avow, “It sounds terrific.”


Even after all this time, Fi’s still really attracted to her husband. She asks about my foray into the dating apps.


I cover my face with my hands and make squirming noises. “I deleted the apps!” I uncover my eyes sheepishly but keep my hands over my mouth. “People wrote to me, but I never wrote back.”


“Love . . .” Fi admonishes me playfully.


“I’m not ready! I’m just not.”


She asks me if I miss T. We haven’t spoken about him since I told her it was over.


“I wasn’t getting what I wanted. He had to go. And I’m so tired of being sad about him, I feel kind of impervious to it now.”


“Yeah, but do you miss him?”


I pull lip balm out of my purse and rub it over my lips.


“It’s okay if you do.”


Wiping the edges of my mouth, I nod. “I miss him as a presence in my life, as a person I talked to — as a person who knows me. And I have this low-grade fear that it’s T or no one.”


Fi tells me that’s nuts.


I tell her that during my first break-up with T, my mum and I saw Crazy for You, the Gershwin musical revue. One of the lead characters isn’t having any luck in love and so, dismayed, she belts out her disappointment, singing, “They’re writing songs of love but not for me.”


“Of course, it’s a musical, so in the end she lands a devoted man.”


“Naturally,” laughs Fi.


“Anyway, after the show, I sobbed on a bench outside the theatre, asking my mum what if there really were no songs of love for me?”


“Oh no!”


“That’s basically how I feel after every break-up now.”


“What did your mum do?”


“She hugged me and promised she would love me.”


“So sweet.”


“I know.”


“But it’s not the same!”


“I know. Then I got mad at her for trying to give me advice when she’s only ever been single for a couple of months in her entire adult life. How could she know what it’s like to worry that you’re somehow deficient or that love doesn’t exist for you — that you’re some kind of love idiot who lacks the capacity for it?”


“Fuck, being a parent is thankless.” Fi turns the conversation back to T and nudges, “So, do you miss him? Or just having someone? The hope that you weren’t going to be alone forever?”


I consider this. “I miss the potential future I could have had with him. And I miss being adored by someone — as rickety and haphazard as his adoration was. And I miss being a person who has a person. And I like T. He’s . . . an exceptional human.”


“But you were unhappy a lot of the time.”


“Because he wouldn’t commit. But what’s the alternative? I’m just supposed to find a ho-hum dum-di-dum guy who is reliable, but who I can’t stand talking to? And settle because something is better than nothing?”


“Right. But he’s an Eeyore and you love to laugh.”


“Who doesn’t love to laugh?”


“You laugh a lot. You laugh a lot when you talk with people Haley, but when you talk about T you moan and groan and pull the flesh on your face.”


Fi has an annoying, uncanny way of exposing my cracks. It bothers me that I don’t give it back hard enough.


“Anyway.” I change the subject. “What if I made a piece of digital art with the stuff from my exes?” I say. “Like a website, with research about the objects themselves and the personal story behind each one. People could make bids, like at an auction, and then I’ll sell them.”


She inhales, energised. “You should ask your ex what he paid for the necklace. You should ask all of them, actually.”


“Oh god.”


She revs up. “It’s such a good idea. I mean, are you on good terms with your exes?”


Though Fi feels like an old friend, I’ve only known her for the last year. These gaps of knowledge shock me when we stumble upon them. I tell her I’m not on bad terms with most of them, but none of them are actively in my life as friends.


“See if they’ll talk to you. And record your interviews.”


“And then put them on the website?”


Fi scrunches her face and makes a humming noise. “What if you made it into a show?” Her eyes widen. “Haley. This is your next show.” She tells me to make art that capitalises on my talent. “That’s what will sell your objects.”


“Oh! Like a live auction? I can sell tickets to the auction where I’ll tell the stories about the different objects and then sell them off one by one.”


Fi closes her eyes. “The problem with that is then you can only do it once. What if you never sell them? What if you make it a show that you can perform a lot?”


“And it’s all about the objects and a formula for the cost of love?”


She nods. “Yes.”


John Lewis wants to be picked up, disgruntled at being left out of the conversation for so long. We make our way towards the tennis courts.


Sitting on the grass, watching athletes chase balls, I can’t stop thinking about the show.


“It’s not too salacious talking about my exes?”


“Anonymise everything,” Fi says definitively. “Change details, names, conflate people — swap out the real objects for imaginary ones. I mean, that sounds like something I’d pay to see.”


“I need a math whiz to work with me.”


“Lemon squeezy.”


“The Ex-Boyfriend Yard Sale. That’s the title.” I hold my breath for her approval.


“It’s fucking golden.”










5. Can I get a Math Whiz?


“Mathematicians aren’t satisfied because they know there are no solutions up to four million or four billion, they really want to know that there are no solutions up to infinity.” 


Andrew Wiles


Navid paces in the living room. Arsenal is playing and he’s on edge.


Navid works in finance and has a passion for architectural photography. We’d never be friends if we weren’t flatmates because we run in such different circles, but I like him. He’s a generous conversationalist and loves to joke around. Plus he’s an excellent cook. He’s in a long-distance relationship and describes the eighty-inch TV in the living room as his sanctuary.


“Do you have money on this?” I ask, poking my head in the doorway.


“Get in!” He shouts at his sanctuary and then turns to me. “It’s not the money. It’s the pride.”


I scurry past the TV and settle on the floor with my laptop.


I type “how to make a formula” into Google. Nothing definitive rises to the top of the search. It’s all threads and message boards and geek sites. The first link I open begins with a long post from 2013 by someone with the username ScarsRememberBrandy who writes:


 


It’s difficult to know how deep or complete an answer to give, because this is a very open-ended question. It’s also a question more about science than mathematics.


 


What follows is a stream of words and phrases, entirely indecipherable to me. My eyes bounce over the passage, a stone skipping on water until it inevitably runs out of force and sinks.


 


model originates with first principals . . . structure of the phenomenon . . . natural periodicity . . . data you collect . . . in the case of 2b the growth is linear . . . definistic models . . . Fourier analysis . . . polynomial fitting . . . regression analysis . . . stochastic phenomenon . . . Box-Jenkins method . . . heuristic measure . . . Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) . . . don’t ‘overdetermine’ the system.


 


By the time the commercial break rolls around, I’m dumbstruck by both the jargon and swagger of ScarsRememberBrandy. I turn to Navid, who is now seated on the sofa, sipping a Trappist beer in an ornate bottle.


“Navid,” I venture, “do you know how to create a mathematical formula?”


He lowers the volume. “Depends. What for?”


I tell him I’m trying to price some stuff from my exes to sell, but I want to do a bit of a cheeky thing and factor in the time and emotional costs of the relationship, as well as the monetary value.


Ever jovial, he teases me. “Haley? That’s crazy. Why you gotta do that?”


“It’s — it’s for a show I’m making, about love and money.”


“Different life!” he exclaims. “Alright, first make a list of all the things that affect the price — those are your variables.”


I begin typing.


 


– How long the relationship lasted


– Who broke up with who


– Who paid for more things during the relationship


– How good the sex was


– How hard he made me laugh


– Ratio of fun to misery


– How long it took to get over the relationship


– How much he paid for the object in question


– Is there appreciation or depreciation on the object, if it’s an antique/vintage


– How much I cried during the relationship


 


At the next commercial, I report to Navid that I’ve got ten variables.


“Now assign each of them a value from one to ten, and then take an average,” he instructs.


But this doesn’t satisfy me. “I want something nuanced,” I say. “Some factors are more important than others.”


“Well then,” he parries, “you need to create a ranking system, so that the most important thing is — how many variables do you have?”


“Ten,” I remind him.


“So the most important one could be multiplied by ten, or point one. That will weight some more strongly than the others.”


“But it’s more complicated,” I insist. “Like romantic gestures are only valuable if before and after them the person was reliable.” As I say this, I add those two variables to my list. “Otherwise, a romantic gesture is a selfish act, a performance, and should have negative worth.”


“Define romantic gesture.”


“Like in The Notebook when Ryan Gosling hangs off the ferris wheel threatening to kill himself, or the guy with the cue cards in Love Actually.”


“Cloe loves those movies.”


Cloe is Navid’s girlfriend. They’ve been together for about six months, after meeting at a mutual friend’s wedding. She lives in Greece. Navid is hoping he can convince her to move to London; he can’t move because the money he earns here is so much better than what he’d earn there. Though I disagree with his logic, it’s another thing I keep zipped up about, because if he moves, I’d probably have to move out too, and I really don’t want that.


“So although those romantic gestures are juicy, it’s the day-to-day stuff that gives a relationship meaning.”


“You women. Oh my days,” he shakes his head jokingly. Another arena of Navid-behaviour I would not tolerate from a boyfriend but do from my landlord/flatmate. I worry this makes me a bad feminist.


I give Navid an example from my life. “So, shortly after I met one of my exes, he surprised me on my lunch break at rehearsal with an expensive porchetta sandwich. The sandwich was not to my taste, but I was charmed by the gesture. However, in the months afterwards, he stopped calling when he said he would, showed up late, flaked on our plans, often forgot his wallet when we went to dinner — basically, I couldn’t rely on him.”


“Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?” chants Navid.


I roll my eyes.


“Just saying.” Navid wiggles his fingers as if sprinkling fairy dust. “Give him some demerit points for letting you down.”


“But, see, that’s arbitrary.”


“But it’s for a show, right? It doesn’t have to be real mathematics.”


I smooth at the carpet with my hand and let out a sigh.


“Keep it simple,” he concludes.


I don’t want simple. I want beautiful math. Navid takes a call from a friend in his fantasy football pool and shit-talks on speakerphone while gesticulating wildly. I think, what about factoring in how useful the object has been and whether or not I’m still friends with my ex? I make a few more notes in my Word doc.


I decide to kill two birds with one stone and reinstall the dating app on my phone, changing my bio to read: I’m particularly interested in meeting someone who works with numbers — math, finance, economics, stats, etc.


Through squinted eyes, holding the phone at a distance, I write opening lines to my matches as fast as I can:


Nice hat


ENFJ


Turkey?


You Canadian too?


Is this at the Boogaloo?


Are you really a math teacher?


My mouth fills with a tacky taste knowing that my qualities are about to be enumerated. I fret about how I’m representing myself in my digital shop window. With most of the people I’ve loved, if I only saw the pictures they’d likely post on a dating app without my knowing anything about them, I’d probably swipe no. And so, to negate this possibility, I dole out my yeses liberally. I close the app.


Nearing the end of the second half, the other team scores, tying the game. Navid’s swearing and praying under his breath, standing stone still, hands on his knees, willing Arsenal into victory. His relationship with the sport suddenly strikes me as private.


I scoot behind him and head to the bathroom. I’m a night shower person. I can’t sleep without one to punctuate my day, wiping my slate clean. A physical and symbolic cleansing. I like them hot. So hot that no one I’ve showered with has been able to stand the heat.


T has a walk-in shower in one of the apartments he stays in. When we showered there together the temperature was too high for him, the sex was too dry for both of us and the nozzle was too small to share. One of us was always left outside the stream, rubbing our triceps.


I don’t want to think about T. I want to think about my new show. With my finger I write numbers in the condensation on the shower door as I conjure up my to-do list:


 



	1.
	Contact theatres about helping me develop the show





	2.
	Reach out to all math-minded people I know





	3.
	Research Joe-jobs — put feelers out — ask friends





	4.
	Check with Agnes about when I’ll be getting money for VO last month




 


But my mind keeps drifting back to sex with T. I get out of the shower, steaming, and vaguely turned on.


The sofa in the lounge and my bed share a wall, so I lie on my nun cell’s minuscule patch of floorspace to masturbate. Probably overkill, but I want to mitigate any possibility of the wall quaking, jiggling or getting a knock. After my requisite three orgasms, I get up, dry myself off and admire my flushed cheeks in the mirror. Then I fling on some pajamas, wrap my housecoat tight and join Navid on the sofa.


Navid is now watching a propulsive reality TV show in which exceptionally beautiful twenty-year-olds must be coupled up or risk being kicked off an island. To my shame, I find the show compelling, and not just ironically or as a sociological document. But as with all reality TV, you can’t give it your full attention. I check my replies.


The math teacher wrote back. Ha. Yes I am. 6th form. What do you do?


Hot potato! I reply as quickly as I can. I’m an actor.


Have I seen you in anything?


Probably not, I just moved here from Canada.


Impatient with this chit chat, I type, What are you doing this Friday? I’m supposed to get some money for a voiceover I did months ago on Friday. And I want to get this formula sorted. In three strokes the math teacher and I have arranged a date.


He writes, I’ll pick you up at 6:30. Good?


I’m about to reply with a thumbs-up emoji, but then decide to change it out for a yes before settling on a simple Sounds good! I’m toying with deleting the exclamation point when the Skype app begins to ring on my phone. “Oh fuck, fuck,” I say scrambling to get up.


“What?” asks Navid.


“I have a meeting — a call — with someone in Toronto.” I never tell Navid I’m doing therapy on the other side of the thin drywall. Add it to the list of things I withhold from him. I bolt into my room, closing the door with a thud.


“Hi — sorry,” I whisper furtively, “I lost track of time.”


“That’s alright Haley. Do you need a couple minutes?”


“No. No. I’m fine,” I reassure Thea, sliding into my desk and putting my earphones in.


Thea has been my therapist since I was twenty-five. She lives in Toronto, but I like her too much to end it, so we do long-distance therapy. She’s no bullshit and deeply empathic — not that she’s ever hugged me, but she’s the kind of person who’d hold you tight while you sobbed onto her chest till you felt better, then tell you that you’re trapped in a prison of your own making, and give you the tools to deconstruct it. She was a professional jazz singer before becoming a therapist and the most intuitive person I’ve ever met. From the get-go I felt at home with her.


As I settle behind my desk, I come out with it. “I think I have to stop our sessions for a while.” I bite the skin on the pad of my thumb.


“Oh — okay.” She pauses. “I’m not trying to convince you otherwise, but tell me more?”


“I didn’t get the line of credit and I’ve got to get back to the bare essentials. Not that this isn’t essential, but it’s not food and board . . . and I just really fucked up with my lavish . . . well not lavish . . . but living like a person who earns more than I do and stupidly expecting that it would be okay.”


“I don’t think you were stupid Haley. You thought you had some money coming from a voice job, no?”


“Yeah, but it’s not like I worked for that money. That money was a fluke — a get-out-of-jail-free card.”


We circle this for a while until she asks, “Do you want to stop therapy?”


My whisper strains in the back of my throat, “No. But it’s not feasible.”


Thea offers to carry on with me for as long as I need, deferring payment till I’m more financially stable.


I’m working hard to muzzle my sobs so Navid doesn’t hear. “Really?” I choke.


“I’ll keep track, and when you’ve got your money under control, we’ll work out a plan for you repay me.”


I eek out another, “Really?”


“I know you’re good for it.” The certainty with which she says this winds me.


I do my best to say thank you without sobbing again. When I catch my breath, I tell her that I have to swallow my pride, roll up my sleeves and get a Joe-job. “I have to go back to being a pleb.”


She reminds me that any Joe-job will be temporary. “And,” she assures me, “we’re going to work on your relationship with money.”


In bed that night, as always, I spoon my pillow and reflexively imagine it’s T. Which is annoying. Just as I’m slipping off, I’m jolted awake. My date! Sorry, I write him. I forgot I had a call at 10pm. (Canada). Yes 6:30 is good. See you then.










6. The Waste


“Humanity is the rich effluvium, it is the waste and the manure and the soil, and from it grows the tree of the arts.”


Ezra Pound


The faint smell of burning hair is a familiar accompaniment to this primping ritual. I’m twirling my locks around a ceramic curling iron when the math teacher’s text arrives.


I’m so sorry to do this but I’m running late, can we meet at the club? I’ll buy you an Uber?


I release my hair cautiously, careful not to scald my neck. All good. I’ll take the Tube, I write, adding a smiley face.


The math teacher proposed the plan for our evening so quickly, I’m certain it was cut and pasted from his notes.


We’re meeting at his club in Covent Garden for “cocktails and crudités” and then going to see an improvised show in the West End. When he suggested it, I didn’t tell him I perform improv myself.


I spend way too long putting myself together. My hair alone takes an hour. I dab my T-zone with foundation. I do my face like one of my many former flatmates — a retired model turned furniture restorer — trained me to do. White eyeshadow brushed up to my eyebrows, pink on the lids and charcoal with a small, firm brush along the line of my lashes. Blush on my cheek bones and a tiny bit in the centre of my chin. I’m going for effortlessly captivating and carefree.


When I go to the bathroom to check myself in the flat’s only full-length mirror, I gargle a splash of Navid’s mouthwash. The look I’ve pulled together is like my cooking: good, considering it’s been concocted by me. I don’t pluck my nipples or alter my pubic hair. I need obstacles in place to ensure I don’t sleep with him. Though I’m not thrilled with my internalised patriarchy, today I’m using it to my advantage.


I had several years of dilly-dallying with strangers, trysts and flings and one-night stands while touring, and though I’m glad to have given my eighty-year-old self something to look back on and delight in, I’m done with it. I’ve had my fill from the all-you-can-eat buffet and now I want an à la carte meal that satiates my finicky palate.


I pack my notebook, a couple of pens, my lipstick and portable phone charger into my purse. At the Sainsbury’s Local on Archway Road — the only grocery store within a ten-minute walk of Navid’s flat — I stop to buy mints and get some cash out. This sixty pounds takes me into overdraft. My heart clenches. I’ll be fined but I want to be prepared and self-sufficient.


The math teacher is waiting in the foyer when I arrive. A flat cap frames his grinning face. Inviting and non-threatening. A beta male.


His club’s bar appears opulent, though it’s hard to distinguish if the furnishings are actually expensive, because it’s so dimly lit. We sink into a velvet sofa beneath a chandelier. I wriggle out of my jean jacket. He leaves his cap on and passes me a cocktail menu.


We squint at the menus for a moment before he asks, “Would you have a martini?”


“I’d have a dry gin martini with a twist of lemon.”


“That’s very specific.”


I shrug. “I’ve had too many things go awry with olives in this country.”


He laughs and heads to the bar, returning moments later followed by a server in crisp black trousers and shirt — an outfit I’ll soon be sporting if my catering contact pulls through. I’ve got an interview on Skype tomorrow afternoon. We order our drinks.


“And some crisps and guacamole!” squawks my date.


I rearrange the throw pillows pushing me to the edge of the sofa and get down to business. “How did you come to be a math teacher?”


“Maths.”


“Pardon?”


“It’s maths,” he explains, “with an ‘s’.”


“What? No, it’s not.”


“In America you say math—”


I cut him off, “I’m not American.”


“Canadian, American, same thing,” he says with a toss of his hand.


“No, it’s not.” My brow’s furrowed and my back’s up.


The martinis arrive. He raises his to me. “Cheers.”


“Cheers.” My smile is laboured.


We sip carefully. “Sorry if I offended you.”


“It’s—” I search for a way to correct him that won’t tank the evening. With my best, laid-back, west coast vibes, I speak for my nation. “You just can’t say that to a Canadian. You can’t tell us that our country is the same as another one, especially not the US. It’s really . . .”


“Imperialist?” he offers.


“Yes.”


“Sorry for that. I was only . . .” He bats his hand in front of his face as if swatting away a fly. “I’m sorry.”


In a good-natured tone I rattle off that we also have universal health care, really good public education and strict gun laws.


He says, “I only meant to say that, in Britain, the short form for mathematics is maths not math. Maths with an ‘s’,” he clarifies. “The plural. I wasn’t trying to mansplain your nation to you.”


“I see. I see. Got it.”


I take the tiniest sip, rationing my martini. I’m not a good drinker. I like drinking. I like the way everything softens and becomes funnier after one glass of wine, but I’m a cheap drunk.
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