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"My theory is that love in its purest form is real—it's like air—it's unseeable, we usually don't think about it, but we breathe it in, it keeps us alive.

"Then there's the time factor. Time may be an illusion, but humans live inside it each moment. It's like gravity. It holds our life together while it's pulling us down." 

"But the hard part is love through time. Time usually becomes a negative number. I mean, occasionally love grows, or so I've heard. But the equation is left unsolved until the end." 

I grabbed a pen from the table and wrote on a napkin: 

Love +/- time.

Hanna had been resting her chin in her hand, elbow on the table. Her skepticism included a half-smile.  

"So then, you are a cynical mathematician."

"No, not at all. I'm an optimist! The plus is possible...."  

"Do you see everything through numbers—like seeing  additions that too often lead to subtractions?" 

"Only sometimes."

The light from the kitchen window framed her face for a moment. Her hair and eyebrows were the same soft golden color. Her arms seemed strong for such a slim frame. I found myself watching her longer than I meant to, as if the light had paused there for a reason.

Hanna said, "So when you walk around Amsterdam, are you trying to figure out how many people own bicycles here, instead of looking at the canal at sunset?" 

"Now that you mention it, as a temporary resident of Amsterdam, I would like to know how many pedestrian deaths occur in an average year from people getting run over."

"I would have to look up the exact number in my dead pedestrian book. But I'd guess... none. Just a lot of bloody ankles."

"There's no guessing in math."

"Then we'll have to leave that answer blank. Like the answer to your love equation."

"Exactly. Because at the moment we don't have enough data. But I would like to add data."

She looked at me sideways, "You're telling me in a very awkward mathematical way that you want me to be your girlfriend now?"

"Yes, very much."

"We've known each other for less than twenty-four hours." 

"Right."

"And I assume you currently don't have some girlfriend waiting to add things up with you back in the U.S?"

"I did. But time killed us." 

"I see. So is that where you get your theory from?"

"It's a longer story than that." 

Hanna's apartment was small. Her furniture was low to the ground. Some of her clothes were scattered on the floor of the adjacent bedroom since she wasn't expecting a visitor. 

After meeting for the first time at the canal the previous day she agreed to meet me there again this afternoon. We talked for a long time, then we walked back to her apartment to get out of the heat after she agreed to come to dinner with me.  

"Speaking of bicycles, I was almost a victim yesterday walking to the canal where we met."

"You have to listen for the bells," she said. 

"I heard them, but then I'd look behind me and they were determined to..."

"It's true, they love to run over Americans. Especially these days."

"My only line of defense would be to get a bicycle myself, but that might put me in even more danger."

"Yes, we don't like—what's the sports word you use...?"

"Rookies."

"Yes," she laughed, "rookies!" 

She put a tea kettle on the gas stove. Then she took a cup of fresh herbs from a glass jar. "Smell this," she said. 

She held it in front of my face.  

The herb looked and smelled a little like cannabis. 

"It's not what you think! It's Tulsi—it's related to basil. It makes very nice tea. Would you like some?"

I said yes, and watched in silence while she gathered things from the cupboard, and waited patiently until the kettle whistled.

Some breakfast dishes in her kitchen sink were unwashed, but left in a very neat pile. There was a faint scent of incense or some essential oil in the air that made the place feel almost like a private sanctuary.

She put a spoonful of raw honey into each of our cups.   "So, Aaron, yesterday you asked me if I would tell you about myself. But I told you I didn't know you well enough. But now... if you go first, we'll see, maybe I'll reciprocate."  

"How is your English so good?"

"I grew up in a very international place. But that's part of my story. So you'll need to wait." 

She took a sip of hot tea. 

I said, "Okay, well, I do like math."

She laughed, "Obviously."

"Only because I'm good at it. I always have been. But I'm also very impulsive. Math doesn't control me. In fact, I'm trying to beat the game, the inevitable..."

"What game?"

"The love plus or minus time game."

Her eyebrows furrowed, "Okay fine, we can discuss that later. But for instance, tell me where you were born, and about your parents, and what you were like as a child." 

"That's boring."

"I won't yawn if you don't take all day."

"You swear?" 

"I don't like to swear."

"No, I mean do you promise?"

"Oh, yes. Of course."

"Well, I'm the only child of suburban parents in a town outside of Boston, in America. They're Jewish. I'm only Jewish by birthright, I'm not into religion. I mean, if it works for someone else, that's great. It doesn't make sense to me, mathematically. Then I went to college in Boston. 

"What college?"

"One of the ones in Boston." 

"I see. " 

"I had a roommate named Phillip. We became friends. And I also met a girl there named Emma."

"Okay, this is getting interesting."

"Emma and I fell in love, or something like that. Phillip and I started a business together, and we sold it to Advanced Micro Devices to enhance their Radeon graphics. I made more money in one year than I will ever be able to spend in my life. At that point, I decided to drop out of college and explore the world. 

"I invited Emma to come with me. That's when she broke the news... she was having an affair with Phillip. It was kind of like being ambushed by your own army. They had been my best friends."

"Oh, I'm so sorry." 

"It was like 1 + 1 + 1 = 2 of them minus 1." 

"Three humans often end like that."

".... Anyway, I didn't want to change my plan to travel. So I went to Greece alone. I loved Athens. I loved the alleyways lit up at night, as if they were part of the city art. Then I went to Italy, which was amazing. Especially Cinque Terre, the coastal hikes from town to town. Then I came to Amsterdam, but I didn't know why, really, until I met you. If we hadn't met at the canal yesterday I probably would have left in a few days. But now I don't want to." 

"What do you mean?"

"I want to stay here because of you."

"That's ridiculous, Aaron. We just met yesterday."

"I know." 

She put her hands around her warm tea cup. "Your real name is Aaron, yes? You're not making that up?"

"I promise." 

"Okay. Then besides your name and the story you just told me, I don't know you at all. And anyway, I'm not looking for a boyfriend."

"You shouldn't be. I want you to be happy without a boyfriend. Without anyone. Just be open to fate."

"Thanks for the advice." 

"Look, I've now revealed myself, in fact too much of myself. So it's your turn. Tell me some of the things you wouldn't tell me yesterday." 

She fidgeted with her paper napkin while looking down at her tea.

"Not all things. But, first of all, I'm not who you think I am. I'm not Dutch. I live in Amsterdam, but I'm Swiss. My parents were hippies. My dad is into Buddhism. So I'm used to weird philosophical ideas and weird people. Like you! We lived in the mountains, in Lucerne. Lots of skiing in the winter. Then, when I was twelve, my dad moved us to an ashram—a spiritual community—in a town a few miles away. I have a brother who is three years older than me. He left the ashram as soon as he could. He thought the whole thing was too restrictive, and at the same time asking him too many personal questions about who he 'really is'. He's a very quiet private person. It was never a match. 

"A few years later he tried to get me to go to the same university as the one he was attending. He's always looked after me and protected me ever since I can remember. But I wasn't ready to go to university after graduating what you call high school. I wanted to travel and be on my own for a while. I figured I could always go to university when I knew what I wanted to study. But my brother—his name is Liam—insisted I come stay with him for a few days to feel things out. He thought he could talk me into coming. No one says no to my brother. So I went. 

"But... one night... I was walking around the town outside the university, looking for a cafe to get some coffee, and on my way back I was beaten and almost raped by a gang of thugs. Fortunately, I got away. I honestly don't remember how. Liam tried to find them. Fortunately, he didn't, because either he would be dead, or he would be in jail for killing them. 

"So now everything is more or less back to being as it should. He has a good job in Zurich, and I'm a waitress making enough money to afford this apartment. There are no gangs in this neighborhood. So it's all very nice now." 

She got up to refill her tea, then saw the look on my face and said, "Aaron, it's alright." 

All I could say in response was, "You deserve to have a brother like that."

"That's nice of you to say."

I kept looking at her face.  

She said, "Okay. Let me change out of my clothes. Then we'll take a walk. I'll show you the city at night, when it's the most beautiful. Your job is to stay present, and not
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