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        For Gary.

        I don’t know what I would do or where I would be without your advice. Thank you.
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            THIRTY IS NOT A PRIME NUMBER

          

        

      

    

    
      I gasped as I noticed it, leaned closer to the mirror and tipped my head forward.

      Oh sweet lord. Yep, there it was. Or, more like, there it wasn’t. Specifically speaking, hair. On my head. At the very top, a small circular spot of skin poked through the brown follicles. It was about the size of a nickel.

      My fingers swiped at the hair. Backward, forward, side to side. When the bald spot (shudder) was covered up, my heart slowed and I could feel the worry loosen its jujitsu-death-grip on my lungs.

      For a moment.

      But then my fingers would part the hair in just the right spot (or more like the wrong spot) and it would appear, sending my heart into a new fit of erratic pounding and causing my lungs to contract beyond comfort yet again.

      I took a deep breath, swiped my hair into a side-part, and closed my eyes.

      Okay. It’s not that bad, Lauren. You never part your hair in the middle anyway.

      I nodded; I was right. This wasn’t the end of the world. You couldn’t see it at all when I combed my hair this way, the exact way I’d worn it since I could remember. I peeked an eye open to verify that statement. Yep. No angry pink scalp to be seen.

      But even with this verification, my body tensed and tingled at something new. Oh dear. My regular side part, even though it was no different than it had been yesterday, was no longer simply a hair style. Even though it looked the same, the discovery of the bald spot had morphed it into something new and terrifying.

      A comb-over.

      I was officially using a comb-over to disguise premature-lady-pattern baldness.

      I flopped my balding self down onto my bed and let my arms fall limply at my sides. How had this happened? I was only thirty.

      The monumental birthday had passed by only a month before and I was already falling apart. In a matter of minutes, I’d gone from feeling young and in charge to identifying myself as a helpless geriatric. How in the world would I be able to hold myself together for fifty or sixty more years if I was already crumbling?

      I had to assume that, using this trajectory, I would be a wig-wearing-woman by the ripe age of forty-two, clinging to the small wisps of Gollum-esque hair that sat hidden underneath.

      I shuddered at the visual.

      The scariest part was that I had noticed that I was losing more hair than normal in the shower each morning. I hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, but now… Was this something genetic or perhaps stress related? It had been a bit crazy the past fourteen months at work. I’d been trying to get tenure and department head all in the same year. I knew it could be done, because Kirsten Thomas had just gotten both the year before. The same year she’d married her perfect doctor husband and bought her perfect waterfront mini-mansion.

      A clammy-feeling settled over my skin as I ticked off Kirsten’s accomplishments. I’d been focusing only on my work performance, but what if her promotions had been based on more than that? Did they look for candidates who seemed more settled? More stable? I looked around my sparsely decorated condo. I didn’t have plants, because I always let them die. Besides a few well placed pieces of art and some clean but comfortable furniture, it looked as if I could’ve just moved in a few days ago, not seven years.

      Maybe a condo didn’t say, “I’m settled.” Which also brought to mind the other thing Kirsten had on me. Marriage. I had just completed my annual tax forms the very night before and had once again marked that “single” category. In my head, I had calculated the statistics of finding a man at my age, feeling okay about my odds. Now I would have to recalculate based on how many men out there might not mind a wife with a serious hair issue. The numbers hadn’t been looking too terrible before, but I had a bad feeling that they were about to turn dismal.

      I pulled my phone out of my back pocket, dialing the person who had always been there for me, no matter what.

      “Hello?” Hearing my sister’s voice settled my shoulders a few millimeters.

      “Hey, Betsy.”

      “Oh, hey. You left your blue scarf behind when you were here for dinner the other day. What’s up?”

      “Balding.”

      “You — what?”

      “I found a bald spot, Bets.”

      I could almost hear the air shake out of her. She was only three years younger than me. If the balding was genetic, this terrible revelation affected her almost as much as it did me.

      “Are you — Sorry, of course you’re sure. You’re Lauren. You probably already checked it seventeen times and from every possible angle. Never mind.”

      I nodded. Her guess wasn’t too far off.

      “I’m sorry, Laur.”

      I heard a shuffling on her end and tapped my fingers on my leg impatiently.

      “Betsy, if you’re going to check your hair, put the phone down while you do it.”

      “Sorry. Hold on.” She plunked the phone down on the counter and I waited mostly-patiently while she checked. “Okay. We’re all good here.”

      “That’s what I thought at your age, too,” I muttered, but I doubted Betsy heard me because Josh, her husband, started talking to her in the background.

      “Oh, it’s Lauren. She’s found a bald spot and I was just… well, you know.” Josh was probably on his way out the door for work. Bets stayed home with their two little girls. “Bye, honey.” I heard her kiss him goodbye and then she returned to me. “Sorry, Lauren. Okay. Oh my gosh. So what are you going to do?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I just found it and all I can think about is the fact that I just submitted my taxes and all of those questions about being single that didn’t seem so scary last night are screaming back at me now.”

      Betsy took a deep breath on the other end of the line, a sure sign she was about to tell me to do the same.

      “Laur, breathe.” (Told you.)

      I did as she said.

      “You’re getting yourself all worked up and although my knowledge of hair issues is somewhat limited to what to do if either a piece of gum or Barbie hairbrush get stuck in a toddler’s, I can’t imagine that having a panic attack is going to help you fix this.”

      I pulled in another deep breath. “Okay, you have a point.”

      “You need to calm down. Is your neck red?”

      I stood up and looked in the mirror. A splotchy red stain spread up my chest and around my neck.

      “Erm… that would be a yes.”

      “Okay. Let’s see…” Betsy mumbled as she thought.

      My younger sister had always been my anchor, my life-line to the real world. I was the first to admit that after having skipped a few grade-levels in school and having a better understanding of numbers than I ever would of people, I needed a little help. Bets was that person for me. She could usually talk me through any situation.

      “Can you go see Rachel?” She finally suggested. “I’ll do some research on this end while you do.”

      My heartbeat began to slow. This was one of the many reasons I loved my sister. She knew me like she knew herself (even though our family called us “the opposites” because where I excelled in school, Betsy always excelled with people).

      Bets was right. I needed to calm down and let her run point on the internet searches. Rachel was a dealer at the local card room where I often went to play Blackjack. The number-focused game, plus the sage advice Rachel usually kept in her back pocket, made the casino a sort of sanctuary for me and my emotional anxiety.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure Rachel’s working today. That’s a good idea. I’ll call you later then. Thanks, Bets.”

      “You’re very welcome. Love you, Baldy.”

      I smiled and hung up, starting in on counting concrete digits, a strategy I’d come to use when I needed to calm my anxious tendencies (returning to numbers and their infinite stability usually made me feel a little less scattered, a little less emotional). Today I chose primes. 2…3…5…7…11…13…17…19…23...

      My fingers absentmindedly drifted through my hair as I got to twenty-nine. I felt a tiny pluck as a strand accidentally wrapped around my pinky and snapped out of my head. My eyes flew open and I held the piece in front of my face.

      Goodbye, little comrade, I thought with a pout. I let it drift to my bedroom floor and pinned my arms down by my side.

      That was it. No more unnecessary touching of my hair. Every tiny follicle, every hair on my head needed to stay right where it was. I could do my cool-down-counting in the car, dammit. I needed to see Rachel, now.

      I stood, grabbed my purse, and was out the door faster than you could say, “Rogaine.”
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        * * *

      

      The familiar (while not necessarily pleasant) smell of stale cigarettes left over from the years when it was legal to smoke inside calmed my nervous mind as I walked through the old wooden doors of my local casino. It was a pretty small set up, but I liked it that way. It didn’t hold any of the slot machines you might see at some of the bigger casinos, just a card room with about ten tables and a bar along the side wall.

      I moved through the place, my flats scrunching on the red and black playing-card themed carpet.

      “Morning, Lauren.” James, the owner, waved at me as I made my way over to the tables.

      “Morning.” I smiled politely, but I didn’t stop to chat like I normally might have. It wasn’t James I had come to see.

      I needed to see Rachel, the no-nonsense woman in her fifties whom I’d befriended after years of coming here. The person who always seemed to have the right advice no matter what situation I had gotten myself into. And even if she couldn’t help, at least I would be able to distract my mind with cards, numbers, facts — no more scary emotions (emotions being second, under people, on the list of Things Lauren Doesn’t Understand).

      I had discovered the game of Blackjack in college during one of my wilder outings on a night after having passed a particularly hellish Calculus final. My number-loving brain latched onto the probability of possibilities instantly and, in doing so, my anxious mind became so wholly involved in the math that it couldn’t focus on other worries. Since then, I’d been all but hooked.

      For the past seven years, Rachel and I had enjoyed a bi-weekly date at the Blackjack table. And because my classes were almost always in the afternoons and evenings, I could usually be guaranteed that I’d have the table (even the whole place on certain occasions) to myself each morning I ventured inside.

      That morning, there were just a few other regulars hanging out at the various tables. Norm, a tall man with wild white hair, a voice three decibels louder than any voice has a right to be, and who smelled of old puzzles, sat at one of the poker tables with another man. I waved hello to him as I strutted up toward my usual table.

      Simon, one of the dealers, was there at the moment but I knew that in a few minutes they’d be rotating and I would have Rachel all to myself. While Simon occupied the table, though, I paid my usual fifty dollars, got my chips (all in fives), and played a few hands.

      I spotted Rachel at another table. She didn’t seem to see me, but that was okay. It wasn’t my normal day, so she wouldn’t have been expecting me to show up. Instead of trying to get her attention, I spent the first few hands thinking about what wise advise she might be able to give me today in light of my newly discovered physical decline.

      Finally, I saw the dealers begin to switch and Simon packed up to leave. As he walked away, I dropped my head forward and let my fingers part my hair in the exact spot so as to display the problem I had come to discuss with her. (Rachel was a woman who appreciated a dramatic entrance, being a big fan of song and dance based reality television shows.)

      I heard her approach a few seconds later.

      “You will not believe what happened to me today. Look at this!” I said, my words muffled by my hair as I pointed at my scalp and waited for her prognosis. And I waited. She was taking longer than usual.

      Finally, Rachel cleared her throat. That’s when I realized something was wrong. She sounded different, somehow. At first I thought she might have a cold, but then where was her familiar vanilla scented perfume? All I could smell was a spicy cologne (not that it was unpleasant, in fact…).

      I peeked through the curtain of my hair, glancing down at the green-felt covered table top. Rachel’s hands seemed different, as well. They were bigger and her soft I-know-she-used-lotion-religiously skin had been replaced by the tanned and hardened covering of someone much more… manly.

      A tattoo of black shaded trees in an inked-stained forest crested this now-very-decidedly-NOT-Rachel’s forearm. My jaw dropped and my fingers wildly patted my hair back into its side-part-now-turned-comb-over position. Swiping the remaining hair out of my face, I lifted my head up and looked wide-eyed at the man standing in front of me.
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      My mouth suddenly dried up. I realized it was still hanging open, so I snapped it shut.

      “Omigosh. You aren’t Rachel.” I swallowed, regaining a little of the moisture in my throat.

      I blinked up at the sandy-haired serious-faced sentinel on the other side of the table. He shook his head, his lips pulling into the tiniest bit of a wry smile at the very edge.

      “And I just showed you my…” My lips pressed into the beginning of a b, but I stopped myself from letting that sentence go any further.

      My hands covered my face and I listed the Fibonacci sequence in my head to see if I could get control of the situation, or myself. 1…1…2…3…5…8…13…21…

      “I’m — I  — there’s not usually — I didn’t —” I stammered before stopping the stream of nonsense all together with a hand over my mouth. Nope. No stability gained there. My eyes narrowed at the man that was still silently surveying my slow social demise.

      “Wait,” I croaked out, moving my hand away from my face. “Where is Rachel?” I scanned the room. I had just seen her. Where had she gone? “Is she okay?”

      The man shrugged. “This is only my second day here. I don’t know who Rachel is. My pit boss told me to come to this table, so I did.”

      Rachel had just been here, hadn’t she? Oh no. Was my eyesight going, too? Rachel was most definitely no where to be seen on the floor of the card room.

      Unable to locate her, I focused once more on the man in front of me.

      “So you’re…?”

      “Your dealer this morning.” The tall blond man nodded. “I’m Mack.”

      “Lauren.” I grimaced.

      “Shall we get started?” Mack motioned toward the table.

      I nodded and tried to get ahold of myself, setting my standard five dollar bet.

      As I did, my brain began to get over the surprise of my ready-steady Rachel’s disappearance and the fog of confusion cleared enough for me to really recognize what stood across the table from me.

      Now, I was normally a fan of the tall-dark-handsome variety of men, but this buff-blonde had me feeling all the tingles and stomach-butterfly excitement. He looked like a downright Robert Redford impersonator (well, how Rob had looked in his thirties, at least).

      You see, my mom and dad were quite a bit older than the “norm” when they had my sister and me. And they were old movie buffs (mainly because they had been impressionable teens when all of those films were released). So instead of growing up on cartoons and shows full of adults wearing large, garish foam dinosaur suits, we were watching Singing in the Rain, Barefoot in the Park, and An Affair to Remember. (Sure, not overly appropriate for children, but Bets and I didn’t seem to notice. We loved it all. Especially Cary Grant; hence my love of tall-dark-handsome men.)

      But this Mack character was testing my love for all-things-Cary quite intensely. His blond hair was on the longer side, swept across his forehead in a way that suggested he had just ridden in on a hulking motorcycle, taken his helmet off, and shaken his head to right his wheat-colored locks. And his eyes were that steel-blue ala Redford or McQueen (I know they weren’t exactly from the same era of classic movies, but there weren’t a ton of blond actors back then, so I had to improvise). You know, the kind of eyes that make you feel like maybe bad boys have a softer side under that manly, car-racing, sinewy, studly exterior. They were piercing.

      In fact, almost too piercing. Narrowing at me, to be exact. Looking worried.

      “You ready?” Mack’s eyebrows shifted together as he frowned and pointed to the cards he’d placed on the table.

      Oh goodness! Blackjack! I had yet to look at the cards he’d dealt. Holy hell, I was officially becoming some drooling idiot version of myself over this man.

      Pull yourself together, Lauren! I scolded myself.

      I looked down. In front of me sat a four and a seven. His up-card was a two. I normally would’ve doubled down on an eleven, but my brain was feeling too foggy to trust myself at that moment. So I tapped the table with my finger, doing my part in the whole exchange, finally. He put down another card. A five.

      I tried to calculate the remaining probability in my head as I always did, but there was something getting in the way (other than the fact that not doubling down was going to ruin the rest of my odds). It was as if a fog had crept into my mind, and my regular thought processes were lost.

      I blinked and pulled in a deep breath.

      “Um… stay.” I sliced the air horizontally with my hand.

      He squinted slightly in a twitch and he flipped over his other card. It was a queen, so he took another, an eight. Crap. Twenty. That definitely beat my sixteen. Why had I stayed at sixteen? I felt my heart rate rise; I was almost sure my neck was turning red again. Great. This damn game, even without the wise advice from Rachel, was supposed to calm me down, not fluster me even more!

      I bit my lip and tried to focus as I put out a new chip to replace the one he’d taken. Mack’s hands flipped and flew across the table as he discarded the last set. He was good. Not the skilled master Rachel was, but the woman had a good twenty years on him. The fact that Mack was so good, however, brought something interesting to mind. If he was this good with his hands, that meant he had been doing this whole dealer thing for a while. Which meant that he most definitely did not meet the career checkoff on my list.

      I should probably explain the list…

      A lot of women I know have lists stored safely in their head about the kind of man they’re looking for. I had lists for just about every decision I made. They were as long and specific as I could possibly make them and were weighted with differing percentages based on the importance of each stipulation (I even organized my shopping list in the order the items best fit into the cart). My Finding the Right Man list was my longest and most specific yet.

      I had always felt that these unfailingly high expectations spoke to my rationality and my unwillingness to settle for someone who wasn’t right. Others seemed to have a very different reaction to it, so I kept the list to myself mostly. But it helped me stay on track, helped me focus on finding someone who I was not only attracted to, but with whom I could grow old with, travel the world, spend Sunday mornings reading and discussing the newspaper. Plus, it gave me the power of numbers, facts, to help control a situation which was so often fogged up by emotion.

      It usually took about three dates for me to decide whether or not a person possessed the majority of the favorable characteristics I required in a man. However, there had been certain special circumstances in which I was able to tell right away.

      I won’t bore you with the whole list (at the time, it stood at nineteen — a prime number!), but to give you an idea, here were my top seven:

      1. He must be physically attractive. (I tended toward the stereotypically tall-dark-and-handsome breed. Like I said, Cary Grant)

      2. He must be fluent in at least three languages. (I speak three, four if you count mathematics.)

      3. He must be at least six feet tall. (I am five foot nine and enjoy wearing heels.)

      4. He must read at least ten informational books each year for either professional gain or personal betterment.

      5. He must maintain a positive relationship with his family, unless they are crazy or dysfunctional and his removal of himself from the situation only speaks to his rationality.

      6. He must be a professional, having maintained a position of employment for at least five years (with timely promotions along the way).

      7. He must have started accruing retirement funds as well as a supplementary Roth account or mutual fund holding.

      You get the idea. Normal stuff, right? Anyway, once I had crossed off enough that the guy reached my  fifty-two percent non-compliance cut-off (certain numbers were weighted higher in percentage as they tended to be the more important concerns), I said goodbye. No thank you. Good luck.

      And by just looking at this blond stud across the table from myself (regardless of the fact he definitely hit full points for numbers one and three), I could tell he was definitely not going to get the points for number seven. Even if he’d been at the whole dealer gig for five years (per number six), nothing about what Rachel had told me about the job alluded to any sort of promotion scale or 401k opportunities.

      Automatically, this knowledge lowered my heart rate and I  breathed a little easier. Which was good since I was acting like a lovestruck teenager, something I hadn’t done since, well, I was an actual teenager. Blackjack was my reprieve from emotions, from worry. I needed to get back to that calm, controlled place.

      Maybe if I could figure out for sure that this guy was no match for me, I would be able to calm down and focus on playing instead of the stormy blue color of his eyes.

      So I calculated his percentage of non-compliance, factoring in the tattoo on his forearm (not that I minded it much, but people tend to hide their more intensely-inked sections of skin, which meant I could probably rule out number seventeen from my list: no tattoos or piercings that will be embarrassing when we’re old and on the beach with our grandkids.) And during the next two hands, I had gone through most of the list, coming up with a number that was already past that fateful fifty-two percent mark, even without knowing anything about his family or the number of books he’d read this year.

      The knowledge that he was nowhere near a match for me, calmed my sweaty palms, and slowed my hammering heart. After that, I was able to play quite a few more hands with my brain humming happily in numbers and equations and I left there with a five dollar profit (I normally was happy if I came out even or slightly under as I didn’t play as much for the money as I did the distraction.)

      And a delightful distraction it had been. I had all but forgotten my evil bald spot as well as the fact that I had bared it so brazenly to Mack.

      My mouth stretched into a smile as I clutched my chips.

      “Thank you very much, Mack,” I said, standing and grabbing my purse. “I’ll see you around, I’m sure.”

      His forehead wrinkled.

      “Oh, I come in every Tuesday and Thursday, as well as the occasional Friday. Today was just because I needed a distraction from the…”  I cringed and pointed to my head. “You know.”

      He dipped his chin. Boy was he a man of few words.

      “No offense, but my regular dealer is Rachel.”

      He shrugged, still unsure who Rachel was, I guess.

      I felt my phone buzz in my purse as I walked out the front door. Rachel had left me a voicemail (she was constantly complaining about how her grown children never called, opting for texting instead, and refused to fall into the trend, so she almost exclusively left voicemails).

      “Hey Lauren. I just wanted to let you know that I won’t be in tomorrow for your normal Tuesday. I was at work and got a call that Mama fell and I had to catch a flight down to California. I might be out for a few weeks at least. Sorry. I’ll give you a call when I’m settled, when I know a little more about how long I’ll be gone.”

      So she really hadn’t seen me this morning. I guess the pit boss must’ve pulled her aside during that very rotation. Now that my brain had figured out the timeline of events, it settled on the effect. Rachel was gone.

      I called her back when I got to my car and when I finished the call, I sat there for a second in thought. It looked like Mack was, in fact, going to be my dealer for a while. My momentary attraction to him had brought up that “single” word again, and it wasn’t just my taxes reminding me this time.

      Thinking of my list had brought to mind that if I  was going to have such high expectations of my spouse, I should only expect to have to meet his hopefully equally rigorous stipulations as well. And, as it didn’t seem very likely that I was going to be able to stop the decline of my follicular output, I needed to step up my efforts and put this spouse-seeking-venture front and center before I became completely bald and decrepit.

      If I was being honest with myself, it had been a while since I’d been on many dates, as my focus for the last two years had been the research and publication of my latest professional manuscript (in hopes it might help me toward my tenure goal). So I resolved to log in to some of my old online dating profiles that night after my classes.

      I pulled my car out of the casino parking lot and began the few-minute drive back to my condo overlooking the water so I could change for work. I sighed happily as I drove along the waterfront, the sun reflecting off the glassy surface of the sound.

      Sure, I had a good forty minute ferry ride that I could use to log onto some of those dating sites, but even reading was sometimes tough, finding myself happy just looking out at the picturesque landscape of mountains and water that made up where I lived.

      I sighed. Yes, the sites could wait until tonight.
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      Leaning forward and propping my elbows up on my desk, I looked around my office in the university mathematics building.

      The organized shelves full of books, the perfectly placed posters, and the predictable ticking of my mathematician’s clock (instead of 3 it said -4+7, instead of 7 it said the square root of 49, and so on) calmed the wicked instability the discovery of the bald-spot had brought to my life. Things were going to be okay. I could handle this. If getting a husband and a house had helped Kirsten climb up the ranks in the science department, it was worth a try for me. And I needed to start with the husband first.

      I clicked through my email one last time before shutting things down for the night and heading home. Just as I reached to grab my purse, my door opened and Henry, the sitting mathematics department head, walked in.

      “Lauren.” He dipped his head in a hello. His gray hair stuck out in odd directions and (as always) a geometric-patterned sweater vest hugged his lumpy septuagenarian body. Wire rimmed glasses perched on his red, bulbous nose. He harrumphed and his wild white eyebrows bobbed up and down as he looked around my office.

      “Hey Henry. What can I do for you?”

      He cleared his throat. “Well, our new professor will be moving up in a week or so and I was wondering, since your offices will be right next to each other, if you wouldn’t mind showing him the ropes. Becoming a mentor, of sorts.”

      I blinked slowly. The weight of one-more-thing pushed down on my shoulders so palpably that my hand reached up to my neck in hopes of relieving some of the pressure.

      “Well…”

      I really didn’t want to. Besides the fact that I quite liked the whole “being the person who knew more” part about acting as a mentor, it also meant hours of answering questions and giving tours, and that was if the guy had some humility. From what I’d heard about him from my colleagues that sat on the interview team, he was some hot shot from California who probably thought he was the best thing since the Pythagorean theorem. Those kind of guys didn’t want mentors. They just wanted people to stroke their enlarged egos, and I didn’t have time for that.

      My fingers kneaded into my neck as I looked up at Henry. The man was retiring this August after forty years in the business. His department head position would become available at that time, as well. I really should do as much as possible to be involved in everything the department had its hand in if I wanted to be a viable candidate for his job. Plus, there was the fact that this new hire would become part of my competition for said job, and being his mentor would allow me to learn as much as I could about him (know what I
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