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A word to the reader: all names and identifying

characteristics have been changed. Certain events have

been reordered, others have been reimagined to protect

the privacy of others. Some characters, objects and scenes

are composites and some other elements are fictional.





10. Market Value

Market value is the price an asset would fetch in the marketplace, or the price at which something can be sold, at a particular time in a particular place.

 

 

 

“Delay no more,” I say aloud to myself just before tripping on Navid’s new snorkel gear. My coffee sloshes onto the beige carpet and I spend the next twelve minutes dabbing it with fizzy water and scrubbing it with baking soda until the stain fades. Navid’s out getting his weekly haircut and I’ve already completed my personal weekly budget tracking my expenses. I forked out some dough to send Christmas cards to everyone who’s employed me or helped me out in my professional life over the past year, an unforeseen expenditure I hope pays off.

I received a fascinating email from a Master’s student at Goldsmiths University in response to one of my Gumtree posts. She’s writing her dissertation on “cultural hybridity, standardisation and the mix-tape culture of the early noughties”. She wanted to know if I had any other mix tapes like the one from my high school boyfriend. Regardless, her offer was two pounds for the tape including postage.

After a week of medical role-playing, embodying a Jehovah’s Witness who will only accept a specific type of blood transfusion, I’m hunkering down with The Ex-Boyfriend Yard Sale on my day off. My plan was to crank out my Arts Council England grant application. I’ve now got three theatre companies each willing to give me free space to work on the piece for a week. These research and development (R&D) weeks will happen over several months beginning in the new year, and the first two will culminate in work-in-progress performances. With the theatres’ support and a share of the box office earnings for the second performance lined up, I’m eligible for grant money to develop the show, and given that I need to pay Gemma, it’s imperative that I apply. But the deadline is approaching fast, and the one hour a day I’ve dedicated to writing the application is proving to be insufficient. I have to blitz it.

But I can’t today, because today is the only day Mix Tape is available to chat with me. He replied to my Instagram message saying that the project sounded like a “cool idea” but the time difference between London and Bogota, where he now lives, made scheduling tricky.

I pull Navid’s ancient boom box off the bottom bookshelf, plug it in and listen to the mix tape from my first love for the first time since I was seventeen. The first song is an echoey live recording of “Loss, Strain and Butterflies” by Tabitha’s Secret. When I hear the lyric, “I’m looking for a soul to cling to/Girl what you think about that”, I immediately recall my elation of hearing it the first time and the supreme, unabashed purity with which I loved Mix Tape. The concept of being someone’s girl, belonging to someone, now chafes against my feminism and need for autonomy, but at that time, it swarmed my guts with pleasure.

I dated Mix Tape for just under a year when I was sixteen. That summer, a small group of us tore around my hometown — Kitchener-Waterloo, a mid-sized university city about ninety minutes west of Toronto — by foot and on the local buses, none of us working or driving yet. When we met, Mix Tape had braces, and paired Hawaiian shirts with basketball shorts. He was more attractive than his slouched posture let on, not yet sure how to occupy his new height or the sudden breadth of his shoulders. I was smitten. All I wanted was to be close to his toneless but slender body, to be entangled in his hairless arms and legs.

My crush on him grew out of our aimless days and enthralling evenings getting drunk and becoming friends. In August we took the bus to the Canadian National Exhibition in Toronto — a gigantic fair with an air show, amusement-park rides and corporate trade convention. His leg brushed mine as we were getting into a hot, metal, bullet-like compartment on a whirl-di-whirl ride. A bolt of energy zinged through me. And though I screamed throughout the ride, it was the thrill of the spark I was responding to.

On the bus home that evening we poked at revealing our feelings for each other.

“I hate it when I end up in the friend zone,” he said.

“Me too,” I agreed. And without explicitly saying it, when we stepped off the Greyhound at the Kitchener bus terminal, we both knew.

Our first kiss took place in his parents’ basement, lying on the tattered, brown sofa, sock feet intertwined, “watching a movie”. Sure, some of our peers were having sex, and we’d both kissed people before. We’d both had various three-week, maybe even three-month relationships already, but this seemed different. Kissing symbolised crossing a threshold from the platonic to the romantic and into the relationship we’d be in until we died. We were scared. He shifted himself on top of me, and our nervous lips met. It wasn’t long before his tongue was jabbing into my mouth, stiff and stirring. His arms shook holding his own weight and I could smell his medicated acne concealer.

It was clumsy and effortful making-out. One thought ran through my mind on a loop the whole time: I can’t kiss like this for the rest of my life. Either he has to get better or I have to find someone else.

But I didn’t want anyone else. I attempted to demonstrate how I wanted to be kissed with my kissing. What resulted was chapped faces and both of us gasping for air. Yet we persisted.

It was autumn when we first kissed and spring the first time that he touched my vagina. We were co-pilots on a journey to lose our innocence. I was mildly dismayed to be dealt such a boring love story. I’d expected to have a few more boyfriends in my twenties, but missing out on a variety of lovers seemed like a small price to pay for the gigantic windfall of having found the one so early on. As we covered more physical terrain, I wanted more love and devotion from him. Whereas he, I think, wanted more experiences with more partners.

Four tracks in, “Brian Wilson” by the Barenaked Ladies is playing, and it’s time for the call. I’ve slapped on my make-up and I’ve got the cassette case and my list of questions beside my laptop.

Mix Tape Skypes with me from his living room while his wife makes a lasagne from scratch in the kitchen. They have an open-concept home.

In fifteen minutes, we catch each other up on the last sixteen years. He reminds me that the tape was a gift, but given without occasion, just because. A lot of thought was given to what song flowed into the next, and how the relationship between the various pieces of music conveyed a greater meaning. He’d been obsessed with the film High Fidelity and believed a mix was a meaningful gesture.

At the mention of the film, I recall the John Cusack character’s monologue about the symbolic nature of his girlfriend’s French-cut undies, which had prompted me to buy my own pair of white cotton underpants at a department store. This was an effort to prove to Mix Tape that I liked the things he liked; that we still had things in common when we were obviously growing apart. Is there anything more disheartening than showing off new underwear to a partner with waning sexual interest in you? I write white underpants in my notebook and wrench my attention back to what he’s saying.

Though the physical cassette itself was stolen from his parents’ collection and taped over a recording of an audio drama, he stresses that it took hours to create a mix tape at that point in history. Downloading each song, illegally, and then burning them onto a CD was a temperamental process because the computer so often crashed midway through. And then he had to use one of those CD-cassette boom boxes to transfer the music onto tape, pausing to record his audio commentary in between. I jot down potentially risking jail-time, as it was the era of the Napster crackdown. Behind him, his wife lays fresh sheets of pasta on a wooden drying rack.

I read the song list to him. He’d forgotten it and his liner notes entirely. His breathy laugh catches in his throat. It comes out sharp on the word “Yeah” followed by “Oh god”. When his iPad runs out of battery, he heads upstairs to retrieve the power cord. On the way to his office he whispers and flips the camera around to show me his sleeping twins in their crib. He plugs in his iPad and stays in his office.

Moving out of the concrete realm of the mix tape itself, I keep my questions connected to the premise of the project. “What were the big gains and losses from our relationship for you?”

He begins with gains, citing “so many firsts”. I had decided I didn’t want to lose my virginity till I turned seventeen. He never pressured me about it. We don’t talk about the fact that we never had penetrative sex but it’s on my mind that that was one of the firsts we didn’t forge together.

“And for loss,” he says, “I guess, a loss of a sense of innocence.”

I concur.

“Uh, yeah but for me, more . . . uh.” His voice rising, he looks over his shoulder. “When we got together, I thought of myself as a pretty stand-up guy, and then the way, I, uh . . .” He scratches his thumbnail over something that looks like spit-up on his sweater as he continues. “The way I handled our break-up, I learned I was just a piece-of-shit dude, like everybody else.”

“But didn’t you just like somebody else?”

He sighs.

“You were done!” I cry, almost joyfully.

“Yeah, I was done, but I said I wasn’t and—” he looks over his shoulder again — “that break-up was one of the shittiest things I’ve ever done as a person, and I’ve always felt really bad about it.”

“Oh, you’re absolved,” I say a bit too loudly, a bit too much of an actress’s voice.

“No no, that’s not—”. He shakes his head.

I notice just how far Mix Tape’s hairline has receded, and the depth of the lines etched in his forehead. He looks tired; his shoulders have slid away from his ears over the last sixteen years; he looks like his father.

Mix Tape asks when he can see the show and I half-lie that Canadian dates are TBC. I’ve written to several theatres in Toronto, but nothing is confirmed yet. And nothing for South America.

I say, “Enjoy your lasagne and your babies.”

He laughs, sharp and throaty, and salutes me.

I hang up and shut my computer. The hum of the TV on the other side of the wall lulls me and I sit very still. Stunned. My face is flushed. I yearn to be outside. I should be studiously making notes and entering the data into the spreadsheet, but instead I rifle through my brimming wardrobe, looking for the teenage journals I brought over from Canada.

Triumphant, I open a chunky notebook covered with magazine cut-outs and read:

 

Mix Tape has another girlfriend. There have been enough clues/hints. I know he does. I don’t feel there’s any point lying to myself about the matter, clearly, whatever we had was NOT love. It’s the stage you (as a teenager) buy into as being love; however, it isn’t.

I wish he cared about me the same way I did about him.

I hate that I’m still hating him!

Anyway, there have been perks:

I’m not on the phone with him WASTING my TIME.

He’s not around to make me feel badly, guilty or tell me I’m such a jealous person, when clearly I KNEW intuitively exactly what was going on. It really pisses me off that he tried to convince me I was just jealous and paranoid.

He’s failing school and he’s drinking A LOT. I hope he chokes on his vomit and dies. No, I don’t want him to die. That’s a horrid thing to say. I just hope he gets caught by the police! And is charged a severe fine! And that his parents get SO MAD at him. I hope he goes NOWHERE! I hate him for hurting me.

I’m not a bad person. I’m not a bad person.

I’m sad.

Oh dear. Enough paper wasted on the dick! I’m sure I’m learning something I’ll realise some time from now.

Love, Haley

 

I had blocked out that, on the night we broke up, I collapsed outside my parents’ bedroom sobbing. My mum got out of bed, got down on the floor and rocked me. She said, “If I could take your pain I would.” I had forgotten all of it. But he hadn’t. And he owned up to it sixteen years later. I had not anticipated this outcome.

Milo calls. When I tell him I can’t go to a comedy show because I’m working on my grant application, he persuades me by promising to edit my budget and agreeing to go see the show I want to, an improvised Christmas cabaret that my coach is performing in.

While I wait for Milo to pick me up, I forward the email from the pop music academic to my brother, asking if he’d recommend me seeing if she’s willing to barter.
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At the pub before heading up to the theatre, I scarf a quarter chicken roast and tell Milo about Mix Tape’s apology and my erasure of the events that are graphically recounted in my teenage journal.

Milo begs to read my diary.

“NEVER!” I pass Milo my laptop so he can look at the budget. It occurs to me that even though the break-up with Mix Tape was more devastating for me at the time, it’s more vivid for him now. I say to Milo, “The conversation with Mix Tape made me realise something about break-ups I didn’t want to.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Dilution does something.”

Milo jostles a piece of broccoli into his mouth and raises his eyebrows.

“Because I’ve had eight break-ups versus his three, my experience with him is watered down.”

Milo says he wouldn’t know, being a serial monogamist who’s dovetailed each of his long-term relationships. “Since I was eighteen, I’ve had a seven-year relationship, then straight into a three-year relationship, then a six-year relationship that I ended when I met Julie and we’re five years in.” He’s never had to withstand the pain of being single after a break-up.

When he goes to buy another round, I send Gemma a voice note updating her on the call with Mix Tape, and declaring that we need to include this dilution effect in the formula.

Milo returns, drinks in hand, clarifying that he’s a burn-it-all-to-the-ground kind of person after a break-up. He can’t understand how I’m able to keep all this stuff, let alone converse with my exes.

I tell him I got rid of most of my stuff when I left Toronto. Laid it out on my front lawn and gave most of it away. My parents had downsized and refused to store anything, so my precious items, mostly my childhood journals, went into a storage locker in their town and stayed there for a year until I brought the journals to London.

“$56.89 CAD per month.”

Milo does that math on his phone. “You spent $682.68 to preserve your writing.”

“I guess we better get that in the formula.”

“This is why tracking your expenses is crucial.”

I pull out my phone to text Gemma again and see a message from T: Just saying. I really wish we could have some pancakes right now.

Milo asks me why I’m blushing.

“T. Being so — hold on, I’ve gotta respond.” I type: You’re on probation. Come here. I love you.

His response fills my screen with yayayyayayayayayyayayayayyaayyayayyaya.

YAYAYAYYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYYAYAYAYAYAYAYYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYYYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAAYAYYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAYAAY.

I beam and put away my phone.

Milo says, “Mate, you two are honeymooning hard.”

“Maybe we can have dinner with you and Julie? I just told him to book the ticket to come see me.” Milo’s never met T but I hope he will on this visit.

“Well . . . we’ll see. Julie and I are having a bit of a shit time.” He says he feels more like her brother than her lover these days. “Too much using the toilet with the door open.”

I nod and try to remain focused on him. The new lease T’s promises have given our relationship makes me smug, as does the fact that our unconventional relationship will avoid these common pitfalls.

Then I hear him say, “But the big problem is she doesn’t talk to me about why she’s blue. I don’t know what’s going on. She’s just so quiet. It’s like living with a ghost.” When I ask if she’s depressed, Milo evades the topic entirely. “Right McGee, let’s fix this budget then.” He adds several lines. “National Insurance, pension contributions, public liability insurance, plus an artist’s fee for you. Don’t waive that!”

We talk about the timeline for the show and how I want to structure my R&D weeks.

Milo says, “I don’t want to sound like an injured ego, but why haven’t you asked me to do your lighting design?”

“I didn’t think I could afford you!”

He turns the spreadsheet to face me, pointing out the fee included for lighting. “Nice work if you can get it.”

“Do you like working with friends?”

“I only want to work with friends.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I worry it might get contentious.” I try to explain that because I struggle to argue with friends, even in a professional setting, I often acquiesce to avoid conflict and then come to not only resent them, but uninvest in the project as a way to cope with not having defended my ideas.

“Well don’t do that with me,” he says. “Besides, I’ll give you a mate’s rate.”

“Sold.”

Milo readjusts his fee in the spreadsheet.

The bell is rung, and we head up to the pub’s theatre. My coach kicks off the show by asking who likes eggnog. We whoop and glasses are passed to us. It’s an hour of silliness involving elves, capitalism, and family politics. I laugh generously, high on T’s imminent visit. Milo laughs incessantly, I presume to escape the gloom of the situation with Julie he’s driving back to.
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My conversations with T intensify over the Christmas period. I indulge in the comfort of our familiarity. There’s something soothing about spending hours on the phone with a person who shares my accent while I’m far from home. The dinner Fi hosts on New Year’s Eve for six couples and myself leaves me feeling like a total outlier; I escape before midnight and ring in the new year via video chat with T from inside a bus shelter. By midnight in T’s time zone, his brother has died.

Two weeks later and his romance has dialled down. I’ve been paralysed by my desires to both tend to his grief and resist falling into the relationship zone with him before he’s met all of my conditions. But he’s arriving in London this afternoon.

When I open the door, T smiles, a rare sight. He lumbers up the steps, gripping the straps of his bags. I hop in the door frame, trying to keep my sock feet from freezing. He hugs me lightly.

“Come in. Come up,” I say.

He manoeuvres his duffle bag as he follows me up the narrow staircase to the second floor. Inside Navid’s flat, I sit on the sofa and he eases himself into the armchair.

“Do you want a tea or a coffee or some water? Or I have muesli. Oh, and I bought you a grapefruit!” I leap up to fetch it from the kitchen. Somehow, the grapefruit cottage cheese diet is lodged in T’s brain as acceptable breakfast food, though he never eats cottage cheese. “And I also got you a croissant,” I call from the kitchen. Ollie says part of being my friend is putting up with my aggressive hosting. I squat to check my reflection in the microwave. “Do you want jam?” I holler.

He’s in the doorway.

I lower my voice. “Do you want jam?”

“No. No. That’s perfect.”

“I got you a grapefruit,” I repeat, holding it out to him.

“I’ll have it later.”

He has his hands around my waist now. I touch his face. He leans down and kisses me. His lips are still cool from his walk from the station.

“You’re a little ripe,” I whisper.

He backs away, covering his mouth with one hand and holding his upper arm with the other, horrified. Clamping down on wherever the offensive smell might be coming from.

I reassure him I don’t mind, trying to close the gap between us, but he holds me at arm’s length.

“I’ll take a shower.”

“Take it after you eat.”

“I don’t need to eat.”

I put his croissant back in the bag. I take a bite of mine but I’m too nervous to eat.

After his shower, he sits beside me on the sofa. I put my arms around him, and we kiss till I’m on my back and he’s got his hands on the button of my jeans.

“I’m not there yet,” I say as gently as possible.

He retreats, hands in the air.

“Sorry. I have to — you gotta earn that.”

“Right. Of course. I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“It’s okay.”

We sit up, him on one end of the sofa, me on the other. I sip my coffee and push my feet into his thigh. He holds my big toe with his thumb.

“I’m fucked up, Haley. I know I’m not supposed to talk about my brother but . . .”

He tilts his head back to prevent tears from falling.

I crawl to him. He sobs and I rub his back.

“Take how quickly I’ve come to you after my brother died as a symbol of how much I want this to work with you.”

We stay on the sofa like this till the afternoon sun has moved out of the room and we’re immobile in the grey of the early evening. I have to pee badly, but I don’t want to leave him.

“Do you want to get some pub food in Crouch End? We could go to a movie?”

“I’m so sorry I’m such a fucking mess, Haley.” He starts to weep again.

“It’s okay.” Gesturing towards the clock, I say, “My flatmate is going to be home soon.”

“Yep.” He releases himself from my arms and stands.

He’s staying on a friend’s couch in south-east London tonight. His pledge to book his own place for a month has been downgraded to sofa-hopping for two weeks. But he did enter therapy before getting on the plane.

In the bathroom I look in the mirror. Get your feet under you and speak from your stomach.

We move his bags into the nun’s cell, put our boots on, and plunge into the drizzly evening. As we enter the pub, I worry I’ve led us to the wrong place. We choose a wooden table by the fire, but the establishment is empty. He suggests a bottle, but I say nah.

“I’ll drink it.”

I raise my eyebrows, and he relents.

“A glass is fine. I’m jet-lagged.”

At the bar I order two large house reds and some food. I place the drinks down with a sense of turning the page to a cosy, warm chapter together. But somehow during the time it took me to place our order, T’s descended into his own grim and despondent story.

“I don’t know, Haley. I wanted to see you. But I don’t know what I’m doing here.”

Agitation floods me. “See, this is what I meant about the retractions.” I take a sip without saying cheers and shake my head at having found ourselves already replaying this old scene.

“It’s not a retraction. I’m just telling you how I feel.”

“I need you to be the solid one.” I bring the edge of my hand down on the table for emphasis. “I am not convinced about you.”

He hangs his head.

“You have a lot to prove.”

“I’m here,” he hisses. “I came to you. This is my romantic gesture.”

“That’s the first step. I told you, you need to earn my trust over time.”

He looks around dejectedly.

“If you don’t know if you’re up for that, then you should go home.”

“I’ve been thinking about it.”

Our food arrives. The potatoes are delicious.

After about thirteen mouthfuls in silence, I say, “I don’t want to be the couple arguing in the pub.”

“Neither do I.” He says he has a Skype session with his therapist tomorrow, which should help.

We sip and chew as the pub fills up with people clapping each other on the back and greeting one another with kisses.

“I’m so sorry I hurt you.” His lip wobbles.

“It’s okay, it’s okay.” I reach for his hand in a knee-jerk attempt to intercept tears. “Should we check what’s playing at the cinema?”

“Yep.” He pulls out his phone and exhales audibly.

“I wish I had a place I could host you in.”

My simultaneous anger and sympathy confound me. I cross my arms during the film and I don’t laugh. Neither does he. But later when I put him on the Tube with his bags, I don’t want to say goodbye. We embrace passionately at the station entrance. We make plans for him to meet me after my voice job tomorrow in Soho. And he heads down to the south-east corner of the city.
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Four days into T’s visit, we’re at a Rabbie Burns Supper Fi and her husband, Ru, are hosting. John Lewis sports a tartan jacket. Burns Night isn’t technically for another week but Ru has a conference that conflicts with it, so they moved their annual dinner forward this year. Their flat smells of shortbread and Scotch. Neither of them are Scottish but they met at a Burns Night celebration, so the day holds a special meaning for them. Fi got her period and is using gin as a balm for her disappointment. Still not pregnant after six months of trying, she’s sung “Auld Lang Syne” three times and it’s barely 8 p.m.

I’m tucking into a strong gin cocktail and making savouring noises. I haven’t been able to get a lick of work done with T here. Even when we’re apart, all I do is rewrite the same three sentences on my grant application and worry about putting a script together for my first R&D next month. Mostly I’m either lecturing T in my mind or giving myself pep talks about not shutting down.

T lifts his glass to me and says, “I’m keeping pace with you tonight.”

“Okay, but don’t go too far because . . .” I give him my best “we’re going to get it on” eyebrows. T’s house-sitting for a family friend in Maida Vale. This will be our first night alone together.

Fi sloshes between us, wrapping her arms around me and planting a juicy kiss on my cheek. “Who needs a baby anyway?” she asks. We clink glasses and sip. “Do you know, I’m probably barren.”

“Let’s see,” I say.

“Indeed.”

She dissolves into laughter and I laugh at her laughing. T looks on, annoyed.

“Sorry, I just need to say, I don’t appreciate you monitoring my drinking.” His voice is pointed.

Fi tsks me playfully. I pull away from her and widen my eyes, then furrow my brow at T.

“Not cool,” he says.

Not caring how it looks, I turn, leave the kitchen and duck into Fi’s bedroom where I crumple to the floor.

Just then I hear Milo arrive, his Scottish brogue dialled up for the occasion, followed by Fi squealing at his kilt. He strides into the master bedroom to drop off his coat. “Up off the floor McGee or you’ll really get to know me.”

I cover my eyes and tell him that I’m sulking.

“Get up lass! I want to meet your fella.”

I stand and he hugs me. I whisper, “T is driving me bananas.”

T enters just then. Milo and I let go of each other and I introduce them.

Milo says Julie wasn’t feeling well enough to join and makes an excuse to leave us alone. I resume my spot on the floor and T sits down beside me.

He says he’s not in the party mood. He’s sad and he wants to be alone. He finds his jacket on the bed and puts it on.

As the other guests take their seats at the table, T and I squeeze behind them, wending our way to the front door. Mercifully, they’re all too polite to ask what’s going on. T zips up his coat and I ask if I’ll see him later. He shrugs. “I don’t know. I’ll text you.” I open the door for him, and he sets off into the night.

I explain to the group that his brother just died. Everyone understands.

The buttered leeks, swede and potatoes, haggis and black pudding are passed around as we inhale our barley broth. I get into a discussion with one of Ru’s colleagues about The Ex-Boyfriend Yard Sale. She’s a computer programmer from South Africa who moved to the UK for a relationship, which ended, but her love of London keeps her here.

A red-faced and boisterous Milo calls across the table, “Isn’t Haley’s project an incredible, extended joke? Talk about wringing a premise for all it’s worth. I mean, that’s the joke isn’t it — how far can you take it?”

“Oh my god Milo, give me a break,” I say, not in the mood to have my work belittled.

Fi raises her voice and tells Milo that just because he’s sold himself to the corporate sector, designing the lights for trade shows, doesn’t mean there aren’t artists among us.

“But seriously,” says Milo, looking at me with dopey eyes, “the price of anything is what someone is willing to pay for it.”

The computer programmer asks how much I know about behavioural economics.

“Very little.”

Milo gets distracted by encouraging John Lewis to lick sauce off his beard. And the computer programmer tells me that behavioural economics became popular when economists realised that consumer habits are not rational. Brand associations — or stories — can sway a buyer to pay more for an inferior or equal product. What Milo posited is actually just one economic theory, but unfortunately that theory is taught as gospel in Economics 101. She says she knows a guy I should talk to, an AI specialist and computer scientist who’s studying how narrative and sentimentality affect the economy.

“Hook it up,” I say and take her email address.

Later, Fi sees me looking at my phone and assures me I am not an asshole for staying. But, she says, if I want to see T tonight, I should simply impose myself on him.

I eat my trifle, sip a Scotch and hop in a Uber, only then texting T to let him know I’m on my way.

 

Once I’m inside the flat, I’m still unlacing my boots when I launch in. “I don’t want to fight with you. But you’re pushing me away and this is a repetition. I was being flirtatious with you and you fucking rejected me.”

He sits down on the leather sofa. I watch him cry.

Good, I think. You should be sorry. “I thought we were going to sleep together tonight.”

“You decided that,” he says. “Maybe I’m not ready yet.” He points at his chest when he says “I’m”.

“How are you not ready? I was the one who said I needed a bit more time.” I reach for the boots I’ve just stepped out of. “If you say you’ve changed your mind — I can’t. That’s the deal.”

We go round and round, trotting out our catchphrases — “I don’t know what I’m doing.” “This is a lot of pressure.” “I’m not going to advocate.”

Until he lays down arms and says, “You’re right, Haley. You shouldn’t have to be the one to advocate for this.” He tells me he loves me and he’s sorry.

And I say it back.

Now 4 a.m., both of us cried out, we drag ourselves to bed. Crisp white sheets comfort us after all that mess.

We awake in each other’s arms. He makes me come twice before saying, “I haven’t been with anyone else.”

“Me neither.”

This is both an emblem of our devotion and permission granted to have unprotected pull-and-pray sex, something we’ve been engaging in for almost our entire relationship. I don’t want to get pregnant, but I’m no longer worried I will. I’ve never been pregnant. Like Fi, I question whether I’m able. And on some level, a pregnancy would make it very clear that T and I need to figure out a way to be together — I think that compels us too.

Anyway. Permission granted. And T’s inside me, and we’re in this fresh bed that belongs to neither of us. Streaks of sunlight hit us through the slats of the window shutters. We shudder. I finger the sweat where his hair meets the nape of his neck. Grab his tight mannequin bum. After my non-negotiable post-coitus trip to the toilet to pee, we fold into each other, naked, bodies cooling.

It’s past noon now and we decide to go for a Sunday roast. For the afternoon, we are the couple I’ve always wanted to be. I break my austerity rule and buy us cappuccinos at a trendy café. We sip them as we wander down the high street. T buys an Observer at a newsstand. We mull through it in a sunlit corner of a pub, sopping up gravy with Yorkshire puddings. He rests his hand on my shoulder as he reads, occasionally pausing to kiss the palm of my hand. Partway through the afternoon, a ten-piece brass band play a set; elderly people dance in pairs as kids hop around them. I swoon and T rolls his eyes. We debate the value of amateurism. And in the end, I win him over with the argument that these activities that once belonged to all of us — arts, music, sports — have been transformed into elite spectacles and turned us, everyday humans, into spectators.

T pays the bill. He insists on it. And tells the guy behind the bar that this is the best date he’s ever been on. He fixes my scarf and, with his arm around my shoulder, we kiss in the doorway before stepping into the darkened high street.

The visit with T carries on like this, lurching from dire, stilted moments to complicity, rapture and serenity. We fight for levity in the face of his grief and my anger. And as the days stretch longer, we grow lighter. In the end, we’re both glad he made the trip. But we don’t make a plan to see each other again.
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I accomplished nothing on The Ex-Boyfriend Yard Sale during T’s visit. I now have two weeks until my first R&D period begins. I’m going to have to put a pin in the grant application till afterwards and focus on getting something resembling a script together and arranging for different friends and colleagues to come into the studio and give me some feedback.

But first, I go through my personal finances and catch up on the tracking I’ve neglected. I dread this. T and I spent way more time in restaurants than I wanted to, but the numbers tell a different story: at the end of these two weeks with T, I’ve spent less money than in many of the weeks prior. I wasn’t aware of how often T had picked up the tab.

I intend to work on the script but I find myself lying on the living room floor reading my high school journals, growing queasy but unable to put them down. One of the unexpected costs of rummaging around for data about my old relationships is uncovering memories buried so deep in the storage locker of my mind, I’ve forgotten I didn’t want to remember them.

Like this one: the first time I said “I love you” in a romantic way was to Mix Tape. And I told him I loved him, for the first time, in front of two of our friends. This was about six months after our first kiss. We were all standing in the front hall of Mix Tape’s parents’ house with our coats on, about to leave. The group of us had had some disagreement that evening and we hadn’t yet resolved it.

Suddenly I felt inspired, tunnelling my vision at Mix Tape, to announce, “I just need you to know that I love you.”

Silence. Mix Tape gripped the banister.

Our friends shifted self-consciously, mouths agog.

I said, “You don’t have to say it back.”

He said, “No. I can say it.” And then he breathed out, “I love you too.”

After we broke up I wrote in my journal, He never said it again.

And I have never said it first since.

Straight off I think, this is a disgusting project. What am I doing scrounging around, milking my life for stuff that might be entertaining? Then I think, I’m so ashamed of who I was then. And I won’t be able to find the words for a long time, but later I know, I’m scared that I haven’t changed at all.

Surely the horrors of uncovering parts of myself that I’d rather have kept under wraps warrants some kind of compensation — some factor in the formula. I make a note about unexpected emotional pain associated with an object, and read on.

My relationship with Mix Tape became strained. The things we both once delighted in, he began to roll his eyes at, including our mutual friends. He was no longer wearing Hawaiian shirts and basketball shorts; he’d acquired a taste for dark beer, the suggestion of shooting a horror film in the backyard caused him to cringe, and all I could talk about was the transformative power of the theatre. When I foisted myself on his new friend group, the evenings often culminated with me accusing Mix Tape of having a crush on one of the girls and him dismissing me as a jealous person.

At the end of the summer holidays he joined my family for a trip up to my aunt Harlow’s. Part of the plan for the vacation was that I was going to help my aunt redecorate her sunroom. I created a schedule that allotted time for this project, but at our appointed hour, while I waited, the rest of my family had a laugh as Harlow tiptoed behind my back, with a kayak paddle in her hand.

Later she said, “I just wanted to go kayaking with Kian.”

I unravelled at being the butt of a joke. “But you asked me to help,” I sobbed. My family was accustomed to my unwieldy emotional side, but Mix Tape had never witnessed it. His eyes were opaque. Something has been ruined, I thought. Unlike my family, he had no obligation to remain constant. Never before had love been conditional.

I’ve always attributed that meltdown as the incident that ultimately tipped the scale for Mix Tape, that and the expected benefit of sex with the girl he left me for. But reading back through my journals, I see his withdrawal began earlier in the timeline, around my profession of love.

As that summer came to an end, Mix Tape claimed that the fun that once existed between us was unsalvageable. It was night-time and we were sitting side by side on the curb in front of my parents’ house. We’d just entered our final year of high school and my seventeenth birthday was coming up. As we dismantled our relationship, I tugged blades of grass from the earth, pulling them apart at the base, exposing white flesh close to the roots before tossing them down the drain. I stayed focused on this as he suggested we take a break.

My pride kicked in. “What’s a break going to do?”

I stared at the newly hairy knees protruding from his khaki shorts. He leaned back on his hands, looked up at the streetlamp and said, “It just doesn’t work anymore.”

I didn’t ask if there was someone else because I didn’t want to know.

Two days later, I spied Mix Tape making out with one of the girls in the student parking lot. It was as though someone had walloped my abdomen with a metal rod. But it was also vindication. I was not a jealous but an intuitive person.

Still I remained flattened by the revelation that someone could fall out of love with me. I wore pajama pants to school for several months. I listened to the mix tape on repeat. How could he have said all those loving things and then decided they were no longer true? I wondered if I shouldn’t have been so rigid with my no-sex-before-seventeen rule. Were my boobs too small? Was my personality too weird? Was it because I was a theatre nerd or that I didn’t smoke pot?

Later in the week at my improv gig, the suggested word is “transportation” and I do a monologue about running into Mix Tape on the bus from Toronto to our hometown, three years after we’d broken up. I tell the audience how the sight of him seized my innards. How he sat beside me, eating a bag of Cheezies, and I masked my discomfort by speaking with bubbly enthusiasm, reeling off my upcoming performances.

“I guess, I want to be a muse and amusing. It’s a difficult balance,” I quip. “It’s like old-world femininity and new-world feminism are at war within me. Throughout that two-hour bus ride, they were head to head, but I was trying to combine them for maximum outcome. Maximum profitability?” There’s a laugh there, though it’s less at what I’ve said and more at my self-effacing delivery. But I take it and resume my place on the backline.
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Gemma and I squeeze each other’s hands as we enter the famous Criterion Auction House in Islington. It’s a relatively small storefront, cram-jammed with ornate wooden tables, upholstered chairs, crates of old playbills and lamps made of green blown glass, rugs and paintings and gaudy chandeliers. Behind the podium, a young auctioneer in an ill-fitting suit performs his patter to a smattering of people who raise their numbered cards from the seating area. A woman perched on a settee with a small dog bids over and over again on a hand-painted cigarette case.

As I am curious to see how the stories connected to objects and competition affect sales, I suggested we take this field trip. Of course, I also have a penchant for old stuff. We snap a few photos together and record a short video as proof of concept for the grant application I’ve abandoned while I prepare for the R&D in ten days.

At the front desk, we are given numbers in case we’d like to make bids and I ask if it would be possible to speak to the auctioneer at some point. After the cigarette case and several other items have been sold, another auctioneer takes the stand and we’re introduced to the first auctioneer, Jimmy. He’s twenty-three and this is his trade. His official job title is Valuer and his specialty is in clocks and timepieces. When it comes to valuation, he explains that the criteria they use are age, origin, materials, damage, special features and provenance. “Provenance” is an art-world phenomenon where the value of an object (or artwork) can increase wildly simply because it has passed through the hands of an important person.

Excited, I tell him the jewellery box I have, made by my ceramicist ex, was where he stored his pot and tobacco for years and years. “And this ex, before he lived in Finland,” I hasten to explain, “lived in New York City, and he was friends with Patti Smith — well his mother was — but sometimes Patti stopped in at my ex’s apartment for coffee, when his mother was visiting. And it’s quite probable that Patti Smith smoked something that had been kept in that jewellery box.” I want to know if that connection ramps up its value.

Jimmy patiently explains that even though a pair of trainers owned by a celebrity could be sold for £30k, since my jewellery box didn’t belong to Patti and I don’t have any photos or proof she ever smoked weed that had been stored in it, the story isn’t credible and therefore not worth much. In his professional opinion, he says, “The only way you could affect the value of your objects is to increase your own celebrity.”

Deflated, I cast my eyes over the auction house and spot the heavy bidder’s dog peeing on a painting leaning against the counter. I notice as the bids slow down, but before the auctioneer brings down the gavel and yells “sold!”, they say “fair warning”. I jot this down: “fair warning” — speak now or forever hold your peace.

An hour later, in a café on Regent’s Canal, Gemma and I sift through our respective research materials.

She begins by saying, “I think it would be wise to root our formula in capitalism, since we’re looking for a price.”

I nod. Glad to be able to placate the naysayers like Milo, banging on about “the price is whatever someone offers you”.

Gemma has a couple ideas as to how we can do this. The first is use a Return on Investment (ROI) formula as the basis for our formula.

She spells it out. “So, an ROI is a widely used financial metric. It’s the ratio that compares the gain or loss from an investment to its relative cost.”

“It tells you how well something’s paying off?”

“Correct. We’ll refine as we go, but broadly speaking we’d be working with something like this for the relationship between our phrases.” She turns her notebook to me:

 

ROI = (gains – costs) ÷ costs

 

There are different methods to gauge an ROI, but based on its elegance and simplicity, Gemma liked that one best.

The other way to firmly plant our math in capitalism is to make the first phrase in the formula our Market Value phrase, which is what we’re focusing on today. And we agree that within that first phrase, the very first variable will be current market value. Leading with this means all the subsequent variables will modify the financial value of the object.

As we drill into the nuances of current market value, we realise we have two categories of objects to deal with:

1. Things that were bought brand new and could be bought repurchased.

2. Things that are handmade or vintage and therefore much harder or impossible to replace.

For items that can readily be repurchased, we decide the current market value will be determined using a depreciation formula.

In advance of our meeting, I dug up an online depreciation chart for various household objects. And in turn, Gemma found us a depreciation formula.

Depreciation is how much value an object loses over time, based on typical wear and tear. According to the chart, items lose different percentages of their value each year, and each item is given a set number of useful years. For example, suitcases lose 5 per cent per annum (pa) and have twenty useful years. Bikes lose 10 per cent and for pottery, which the jewellery box partially is, it says to use 90 per cent of the replacement cost or full value, whichever is less.

 



	Item


	Annual Dep % 


	Useful Years


	Homemade/Vintage (H/V) or Purchasable (R)





	Mix Tape 


	*


	*


	H





	Necklace 


	5%


	20


	R





	Ukulele


	4%


	25


	R





	Bicycle


	10%


	10


	V





	Typewriter (home not office)


	5%


	20


	V





	Backpack (based on suitcases’ 5 %)


	10%


	10


	R





	Jewellery Box 


	n/a


	n/a


	H





	T-shirt (“shirts”)


	33.3%


	3


	V








*Rather than numbers, there’s a note on the chart about “stereo tapes”, which outlines the two factors contributing to their depreciation: obsolescence and deterioration, as a result of temperature changes and stretching of tape due to use. For these reasons, the value of a cassette tape is slashed in half immediately after the seal is broken. And with every subsequent month, it loses an additional 5 per cent of its value.

Gemma and I scrap the “useful years” component because we’re interested in sentimental value, which is not timebound. And she walks me through the mechanics of the compound depreciation formula we’re using. “So after one year, the necklace loses five per cent of its value. Now it’s worth 95 per cent of £150, which is £142.50. Right?”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“After two years, the necklace is worth 95 per cent of £142.50, which knocks it down to £135.38. We always take away the same percentage from the item, but that percentage changes slightly each year as its value decreases.”

Grasping this, I feel like a million bucks.

To assess the value of vintage and handmade goods, which are not so easily replaced, I posit we take the median from the offers I receive on Gumtree. Gemma curls her fingers into an okay symbol. “And,” I continue, remembering Mix Tape’s hours downloading, burning and recording the tunes to tape, “the current market value of the vintage and handmade things should also include how much time the ex expended either looking for or creating the item.”

Gemma says, “We can do this, but you’ll need to determine how much he was earning at the time to be able to figure out what an hour of his time was worth.”

“Doable.”

After some discussion we decide the Gumtree data should actually be factored into all my objects’ market value as it illuminates my distinct marketplace.

With our first variable sorted, we move on to other facets directly connected to the object’s monetary value.

I mention that the ukulele is missing a string.

Gemma says, “Minus the cost of repairing any damages.”

“And what about improvements I’ve made to the items, like buying a better bike seat?”

We add both cost of repairing any damages and cost of any embellishments to the list of variables.

She asks if there’s anything else we need to think about for the Market Value phrase.

I say, “You know that adage: an engagement ring should cost three months’ salary?”

She doesn’t.

“There was a TV commercial for a diamond warehouse when I was growing up, that said an engagement ring was the best way to spend three months’ salary. I wonder if there’s something about the relative sacrifice we could include?”

Gemma loves this idea. “Of course, the price of anything is relative to your financial status.”

After a whack of googling we decide to embrace this concept in the Market Value phrase, and call the data point relative generosity. Relative generosity of a gift is determined by taking the purchase price of the item and dividing it by (my estimation of) my ex’s monthly earnings during the relationship.

I want to add another data point for how much thought was put into the gift, hypothesising that the most romantic or meaningful gifts people receive are rarely the most expensive ones. “People want to be worth thought.”

“And effort,” adds Gemma. She suggests that we create a hierarchy for reasons for gifts.

“Gifts as an apology has to be very low.”

“What about gifts for you but really for them?”

“Like sexy lingerie that you feel uncomfortable wearing?”

“Or a hoover.”

She asks if any of the gifts were stolen.

“No. Though the jewellery box was technically on loan, and I ended up giving a cheque to the guy who gave me the ukulele when we broke up.”

We decide unprompted gifts, such as the mix tape, take the cake, and gifts on special occasions rank high, but should be given penalties if they arrived late.

“Oh!” exclaims Gemma. “What about, ‘did you want the gift’? What are the levels of wanting a gift?”

“Now that is connected to the level of thought behind the gift,” I say. “It’s about the gift-giver’s ability to pay attention and attune to your desires.”

We determine that receiving something you expressly do not want is the worst, and Gemma adds, “While something you didn’t know you wanted, but when you receive it, you realise it’s perfect and you wouldn’t part with it for anything, is the best.”

“What have you ever got from that category?”

Red blotches appear on her neck. “It’s a . . . a . . . a—” She laughs. “My boyfriend created an album of music for me — wrote the songs and did the cover art. It’s . . . lovely.” She shuts her laptop and says, “Let me spend some time with my notes. I think we can create tables that will help us quantify the relationship between the type of gift and the amount of thought behind it.”

A few days later, after some back and forth on email and a few voice notes, we have two definitive charts (according to my value system):

 



	Level of Gift


	Value


	 


	Thoughtfulness


	Value





	Unprompted


	1.1


	 


	Didn’t want the gift


	0.95





	Gift on occasion


	1.05


	 


	Wanted it and expressed want


	1





	Gift to apologise


	1


	 


	Wanted it, didn’t express want but it was implicit


	1.05





	Gift for you but really for them


	0.95


	 


	Wanted it but they intuited it


	1.1





	Something they left/forgot


	0.9


	 








 

These tables will be used to work out the values of symbols in the formula. Gemma sends me a draft of the Market Value phrase a couple days later.
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It means: current market value plus embellishments minus the cost of repairing damages, multiplied by the purchase price divided by my ex’s monthly income at the time, plus the level of gift times the level of thought put into the gift.





11. Time Invested

“The beauty of time is that it can be spent on anything. This is also its ugliest feature.”

Doug Zeigler, The Currency of Time

Fi and I clutch our coffees, hers from the kiosk, mine in a thermos from home. We let John Lewis lead us through the park, our backpacks topfull with vegetables from the Saturday farmer’s market, until Fi’s lower back ache lands us on a bench overlooking the Men’s Pond.

I’m currently reading Annie Dillard’s book Pilgrim at Tinker Creek. It’s the text where Dillard famously wrote, “How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives. What we do with this hour, and that one, is what we are doing.” In the week since T’s departure, I’ve been struggling with substantial procrastination preparing for the R&D week at the theatre. Thea recommended the book to shift my perspective and, I suspect, inspire a more rigorous work habit in me.

The murder-mystery parties stopped after Christmas, and the medical role-play gigs have slowed down too, but the catering shifts carry on. I’ve been donning my blacks and precariously balancing trays of champagne flutes at boutique galleries in Fitzrovia. It’s demoralising but the shifts are only four hours long, which means I have the days to allegedly prepare for my R&D. I need to get a script together and gather my props. I also have to do my taxes. I completely forgot till Navid reminded me. They’re due in just over a week.

Fi and I get talking about the fact that both of us spent much of our twenties completely rejecting the idea of money as a motivator — me pursuing theatre in Toronto, her as an activist in Belfast — preferring projects and experiences we perceived as unsoiled by greed. But now in our thirties we want the cheddar — me to get out of debt, she to provide for a hypothetical baby. We’re puzzled, though, by how the value of our time factors into this paradigm shift.

“How could we maximise profits by exchanging the quality of our time for money?” “What bargain are we willing to strike?”

We volley the questions but don’t know how to answer them. Fi’s back pain has subsided and now she needs “a wee” so we get moving.

“I think of time like this,” Fi says. “Every second costs a penny. There’s no choice in the price, so wherever those pennies go, or however that time is spent, needs to matter.”

“You’re right. We are always spending time.”

At the pavilion Fi goes to the toilet, and while John Lewis and I wait in line to buy her second latte, I text Gemma: V. important re: formula! We need to calculate a tipping point for a waste of time.

I’m standing with the coffee when Fi emerges. She pulls her bank card out of my teeth, her coffee from my hand and shoots me a “can I talk to you over there?” look.

A knot tightening in my gut, I follow her to the empty bandstand.

“I got my fucking period.” She flings herself on the steps. “Jesus fuck!” She grabs her lower abdomen, vigorously jiggles it then lies back with an aggravated growl. John Lewis barks and she pulls him onto her chest. “I wanna know how long it’s worth it to keep trying. And when to throw in the towel.”

I lower myself gingerly to the bandstand floor.

Trying to conceive has turned her impeccable sex life into a calendar-driven chore. She says her husband has been tracking her irregular cycle and now stipulates they only have sex on her ovulation days. “And when we do it, he’s in a lip-biting concentration mode. Doing his duty for king and country. It’s turning us into bloody Victorians.”

I resist the urge to offer solutions; instead I listen and nod, reflecting back what she’s saying and agreeing. T taught me to do this and I’m filled with appreciation for his emotional astuteness. After Fi expels all the disappointment she can, she laughs and sighs interchangeably. I offer that I worked with an actress whose fertility issues were transformed by acupuncture.

Fi says she’s afraid of needles.

I tell her I love learning new things about her. Moments like this remind me how little history Fi and I actually share, only having known each other for a short time.

“You should see someone like my guy, Riku, in Canada,” I say.

She rolls her eyes.

“There are no candles or crystals, his office is very clinical,” I explain. “He does Japanese acupuncture, which uses little ion balls that stick to your skin, and sometimes he presses hard on a pressure point, but no needles. He sits you in a chair and checks your chakras, organs, meridians and systems for blockages — emotional and energetic blockages. Sometimes he’ll ask what was happening at a particular age in your life and if you want to, you tell him what you think of, and he clears whatever is congesting your body.”

Fi sighs.

“He also gives you a full rundown on what you should and shouldn’t eat. He told another actor I know to stop eating so many vegetables and drinking so much water after she’d done a juice cleanse.”

The vegetable thing sells Fi. She’s ready to give it a try. “But he’s not here, is he?”

“We can see if he’d do you on Skype? He won’t be able to stick ion balls on you, but he can check for blockages.”

“Love, Skype is no way to have any real conversation.”

I’m stung by this. “Agree to disagree.” I call Riku’s office in Toronto. It’s 8 a.m. there but he works Saturdays. He answers and texts us a London recommendation.

Now impatient and keen to get an appointment, Fi uses my phone to call immediately. A parade of parents wheeling strollers and chasing after children on scooters pass by and her voice breaks as she leaves a voicemail.

At the moment she hangs up my phone, a text message from T arrives:

You are luminous.

I try to pull down the corners of my mouth to mask my joy.

“Come on now.” Fi pushes herself up. “I have to go buy tampons. Give me the latest on lover-boy.”

I read her his most recent texts:

My love for you only deepens

You’re my most favourite person

I love the way you think

“Finally, he’s wooing me.”

“As he should!” Fi says this a little too adamantly. Catching my face, she adds, “I’m just saying you ought to be wooed and won over — you’re an absolute prize.” She contests that she has no opinion because she “barely met the man!”, but if I love him, she says firmly, then she loves him too.

“I do love him.”

Still, I can’t help thinking, But talk is cheap. I must remember to watch how it pays out over time.
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“Are you aware of Sunk Cost Bias?”

“No.”

I’m grossly underprepared for my meeting with Professor Albert Everett Fry, the expert on how narrative and sentimentality affect the economy; the computer programmer at the Burns Supper hooked us up. I was doing my tax return this morning and then I got into a tiff with T about how often we Skype.

I’ve just regaled Albert with rudimentary details of the project, saying, “My mathematician and I are going to work on the Time Invested phrase this week. Any thoughts on how we can determine a tipping point for a waste of time? Romantically, that is.”

He says, “So, Sunk Cost Bias is when we keep sinking resources into an enterprise that’s clearly failing, because we don’t want our previous investments to have been in vain.” He remarks that this happens in business investments but also in day-to-day scenarios, for instance, when we order too much food and then overeat in order to get our money’s worth.

I recognise the concept from my poker days with Bicycle. In poker, it’s known as being “pot committed”.

Albert is from Arkansas and runs the Centre for the Study of Decision-Making Uncertainty in London, where a team of academics whose specialties range from economics to psychoanalysis, neuroscience, computer science and statistics undertake research on human responses to uncertainty. They use their research to advise big banks, corporations and governments. And now, me.

Albert says, “Unfortunately, or interestingly, the value of things is often incongruous with our value systems,” and asks me if I’ve heard of behavioural economics.

I tell him his colleague explained it a little when we met.

He says, “People are capricious. That’s what behavioural economics is trying to understand. People don’t buy or behave rationally. Our
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