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Rick Morton has been a journalist and writer for over 14 years. His first book, One Hundred Years of Dirt, was shortlisted for the 2019 Victorian Premier’s Literary Awards and the 2019 National Biography Award, longlisted for the 2018 Walkley Book of the Year, and longlisted for both Biography of the Year and the Matt Richell Award for New Writer of the Year at the 2019 ABIA Awards. Rick is the winner of the 2013 Kennedy Award for Young Journalist of the Year and the 2017 Kennedy Award for Outstanding Columnist. In 2019, Rick left The Australian where he worked as the social affairs writer with a particular focus on social policy and is now a Senior Reporter for The Saturday Paper.
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To everyone who ever loaned me money, thank you:


Candice, Kylie, Bridie, Michael, Sammy C, Shannon, Anna, Alice, Fitz, Lana, SJ, Gini, Sanjan, Lauryn, Mum, Ash, Ben D, Meersy, Tony, Jo, Sabina and Monica.









The longest relationship I have ever had was with my debt collector, Lee, who got married and witnessed the birth of his first child during the years he was assigned to recover the money I owed on my credit card.


I owed Credit Corp money while I was still pretending to be straight and I continued to owe them money after coming out as gay. Lee was in friendly pursuit of me for longer than the term of any prime minister since John Howard.


And for what? $2500 granted to me by Westpac when I was eighteen years old and a first-year newspaper cadet, living on my own in a city for the first time in my life on $450 a week.


Because I had nothing to fall back on, not just no family money but a family with no money – and there is a difference – I would trot down to the ATM each week when my pay came in and withdraw every last dollar.


They couldn’t take the money I needed to live off if I took it out of the bank first.


Oh, I knew the automatic payments would still come out and I would be penalised, but that was a problem for future Rick, a man who did not yet exist in the world of present-tense Rick and was therefore a perfect stranger. This commitment to perfect present tense made for a perfectly tense present as each new day revealed the mistakes of the one before it.


But it was a way of surviving and it often gave me and Lee, who were building a strange kind of friendship, something to talk about when he would phone and ask why I had never made the repayments upon which we had just agreed.


On paper, I was broke, but in real life … I was also broke.


This was nothing new, we had grown up that way, but for the first time in my life the stress was mine to carry on my own.


Most days, my bank balance was so deep into negative territory that zero felt like a victory. It is not fun to have nothing and it is more unnerving to know the precise volume of the nothing you have.


Bar my closest friend, everyone I knew in those years of scarcity had come from comfortable homes, if not obscene wealth, and they moved through the world as if held aloft on a cushion of air.


It’s not that these people did not have problems, but their problems were different to mine. They were worried about people who wanted to eat the rich and I thought ‘the rich’ was a type of hors d’oeuvre. To the extent that they worried about money, it was on account of their investments in the stock market or potential insider trading charges. My concerns were more practical: Did I have enough money for the bus? Will I get kicked out of my house for not making rent? Do distant fathers just have poor spatial awareness?


And yet, as a destitute new adult, I was earning almost as much right then as my mum had earned for all her life while raising three children on her own. Her poverty was structural; mine, a combination of the system and the psychology it bred in me, the way a firestorm creates its own weather system.


I am still fighting the habits of a poor boy who grew into a middle-class man with no safety net. My friends look at me now with practised despair and say: ‘Fuck, you are so terrible with money.’


And I still want to tell them: ‘Yes, but I was worse without it.’


You know, they say money can’t buy you happiness. Which is a lot like saying bipartisan action on climate change can’t pay down the mortgage on our collective futures. Of course it can’t, it doesn’t exist. Money is a voluntary, mass illusion that we have created to make the ordinary transactions of living easier. In times only recently past, we used coins with actual value, or shells with cosmetic value, to buy the things we wanted. Nobody was out there telling West Africans using cowrie shells as currency that crustaceans couldn’t buy them happiness. If somebody had, they would have asked for directions to the happiness store, as well they should.


Money is a means to an end.


And these transactions are themselves very real. A person with children to feed and no home may not be automatically happy when he is able to feed his children and rent a home, but the conditions for that happiness to exist are now much more ripe.


Researchers often cast their minds back to the evolution of first life on Earth. What were the necessary conditions? Carbon, oxygen in the atmosphere, water on the surface and high energy in the form of lightning in storms.


Now, remove any one or two of those and ask the question: was it happy? No. Because it never lived. First, we must live.


In human terms, shelter and nourishment are two of the key planks of a multi-plank strategy I like to call not being dead.


And here’s the kicker: having a place to live and sustenance for the people you love will give you something that is even more precious. It will give you time.


This is an important realisation.


One of the key implications of Einstein’s general theory of relativity is that time is not only real but also linked to space and is different for different people depending on the gravitational force they feel. The more gravity acts on a person, the less time they experience. To be clear, it isn’t just the case that you perceive time to be slower. It is slower for you.


In this way, money is like gravity. It can slow time if you have enough of it. Money will give you every advantage, every accumulated possibility, and to have a critical mass of it is a manipulation of the clock.


Importantly, Einstein also showed that gravity isn’t strictly a force created by large bodies like the planet Earth but is what happens when our natural state, which is to fall freely through space, is interrupted by the curvature of space-time created by any object. If you were stuck in an elevator that suddenly gave out, you will enter your natural state of freefall. In essence, this is the same as simply switching gravity off.


That’s why acceleration is the same as gravity. As Einstein discovered, similarly with time, if you are accelerating – for example, in the elevator that is going up – you don’t just feel heavier. You are heavier. In this sense, the Earth is the elevator. It is getting in the way of us falling freely through space. But because space and time are the same, space is relative, too. It really, really is.


If you travelled to a star that is twenty-five light-years away from Earth at 99 per cent the speed of light, your friends back on Earth would watch you leave and slightly more than fifty years will have passed by the time you come back. But two things are materially different when you are on that spaceship. When you check the distance again while on the ship you’ll find the star is only three-and-a-half light-years from Earth. So it’s only going to take you seven years to complete the round trip. Really. You will need seven years’ worth of water and food. You could watch seven years’ worth of television. If you left at age twenty, you would be twenty-seven on your return. But your friends, who were the same age when you left, would be a little older than seventy.


As it happens, we are all travelling at the speed of light through space-time. When we are sitting down, we are not moving through space at all so all of that speed is transferred to our passage through time. But the faster we move through space, the more we take away from time. You can slow your passage through time by moving in space.


Like gravity, we must think of money as a force that acts on us. It can and does distort time and space. In the most crucial of ways, we can slow the passage of time with money. We can allow ourselves to breathe. It is a lubricant, reducing the friction of existence.


My mum turned sixty last year but I know from my own observations that she is an old sixty. Genetics plays a part, certainly, but so does struggle. Her joints have seized from lifting and scraping and effort, effort, effort. Her mind wears the weariness of never quite knowing if things are going to turn out okay. If there will be money to pay the bills, the mental arithmetic involved in every hour of each day to figure out how. To have few financial resources is, at its most fundamental, to not always know how.


We are highly evolved apes. When we moved from the trees to the wide-open savannahs to become hunters we slowed down the maturation of our own young so that their brains could grow bigger for years after they were born. We couldn’t fit the head of a twenty-five year old through the birth canal, and nor would, I’d suggest, either mum or newborn wish to experience it. So we took an extraordinary risk, to be defenceless for so many years but for the protection of our social group, in order to supercharge our own brains. Why did we do this?


To figure out how. How to hunt as a group; how to build tools that gave us an advantage over natural carnivore predators; and how to better survive the elements.


We need to know how. Do you have any idea what it means to the human brain to not be able to know this? To be constantly figuring? To put in the work and the cognitive horsepower and still be limited by, of all things, money, the very thing that didn’t exist when we first unlocked the power of our own minds?


It is exhausting.


The human brain accounts for about 2–3 per cent of the body’s total weight. But, on average, it consumes 25 per cent of the body’s energy when it is at rest. So this is not merely a thought experiment. There is a very real cognitive tax levied on the impoverished brain.
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