
THE LIKE LEDGER

A Novella

––––––––

“Every like you ever received is worth something.

The question is: what are you willing to forget?”
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Chapter One: The Balance
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The math never changed.

Marcus Cole knew this the way he knew his own face in the bathroom mirror - reluctantly, and in bad lighting. It was two in the morning on a Tuesday, and he was doing the math again, sitting at his kitchen table in the apartment that smelled persistently of his neighbour Rosa’s arroz con pollo and his own brand of quiet desperation. His laptop was open. His banking app was open. His Visa statement was open. A half-empty bottle of light beer sat to his right, not because he liked light beer but because it had been on sale, and Marcus Cole was, at his core, an optimist about future financial situations that had not yet materialized.

The math:

Checking account: $847. This number had achieved a certain dark charisma. It appeared every night like a recurring character in a show he hadn’t chosen to watch but couldn’t stop following.

Credit card balance, Visa: $11,400. Minimum payment: $228, due in eleven days. His ability to pay that minimum: technically yes. His ability to pay anything beyond the minimum: not even a little.

Back rent: $6,200. His landlord, a man named Gerald - completely unrelated to the octopus; a different Gerald, one who owned property and had strong opinions about lease violations - had sent a letter two weeks prior that used the phrase further action four times. Marcus had counted the occurrences the way you count things when you need the activity of counting to replace the activity of panicking.

Child support, three months in arrears: $4,200. He kept this in a separate mental compartment labelled DO NOT OPEN, which he opened every single night at approximately this hour, because he was consistent about his suffering if nothing else.

Student loan from a graphic design degree that had, for nine good years, funded a genuinely good career and which now felt less like an investment and more like a prank his twenty-two-year-old self had pulled without informing his current self: various. He’d stopped checking the precise balance because confronting it had the psychological effect of staring directly into the sun. He knew it was large. The sun was hot. That was enough.

And then, on his desktop: one folder, in the deliberately hopeful font choice of a man who had made peace with uncertainty. The folder read: DEFINITELY GETTING PAID FOR THIS. Inside: a complete brand identity package for a mid-size logistics company called Harfield & Co., delivered six weeks ago, invoiced three times, responded to zero times. The silence from Harfield & Co. had achieved a depth that felt almost artisanal.

Marcus closed the banking app. He opened it again. The numbers had not improved during the two seconds the app was closed. He was aware this was irrational. He did it anyway.

He was, as he sometimes articulated it to himself in the dark, a critically acclaimed flop. A designer forum where people spent their careers worrying about typefaces had a thread dedicated to his work. Someone had once called him “criminally underrated.” He’d screenshot that comment immediately and put it in a phone folder labelled EVIDENCE - evidence that he was good at something, evidence against the theory that had grown, over eighteen months of unemployment, from a suspicion to a fairly confident working hypothesis: that being excellent at a thing provided no structural protection against having the thing taken from you.

The agency where he’d worked for six years had been acquired by a larger company that used the word “synergies” without visible shame. The acquiring company had “optimized” his department - which was corporate for: we looked at a spreadsheet and your name appeared in the wrong column. He’d been given a cardboard box, a handshake from a man he’d never met before, and eighteen months of grinding, patient, almost meditative financial horror.

He was good at design. He had the forum thread to prove it. He also had $847 in his checking account, which the forum thread, unfortunately, did not help with.

He picked up his phone and noticed it was 7:26 p.m. Which meant -

It rang. Right on schedule. The icon on his screen: a photo of Lily at five years old, standing in front of a sandcastle she’d built, giving a thumbs up with the complete confidence of someone accepting a lifetime achievement award.

He picked up. “Hey, bug.”

“Dad.” Her voice had the concentrated energy it always carried at this hour, like she’d been conserving it throughout the day for exactly this conversation. “Gerald has a new theory.”

“What’s the theory?”

“Clouds are actually very slow fish.”

Marcus leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. “That checks out,” he said.

“He says they’re swimming through the sky but it takes so long that from down here we think they’re floating. But they’re not floating. They’re swimming. Very determinedly.”

“Gerald is a visionary.”

“He knows.” A pause, during which Marcus could hear Lily arranging herself in bed - the rustle of her purple comforter, the subtle repositioning of Gerald the stuffed octopus. “Are you eating?”

“Yes.”

“What did you eat?”

“Pasta.”

“With sauce?”

“With sauce.”

Another pause, the sceptical kind. “What sauce?”

“The kind from a jar.”

“Okay.” She sounded satisfied by this, as if jarred sauce confirmed a wellness hypothesis she’d been quietly tracking. He found this both endearing and slightly humbling. He was being monitored by a seven-year-old, and the monitoring was entirely appropriate.

“I drew a picture of Gerald today,” she continued. “But he said it didn’t look like him. I said it did. He said the tentacles were wrong. I said they were artistic. He is still upset.”

“How can you tell he’s upset?”

“His tentacles are crossed. Like arms. But considerably more arms.”

Marcus laughed - genuine, the kind that loosened something in his chest that had been tight since approximately seven that morning. “Tell him the picture is a collector’s item.”

“I told him that. He says he doesn’t collect things. He says he’s a minimalist.”

“A minimalist octopus.”

“He has one stuffed animal and it’s basically himself. He’s a brand.”

They talked for eleven minutes - the normal length. She told him about a substitute teacher who wore the exact same shade of purple as her pencil case, which she took as a sign of something, though the precise meaning remained under investigation. She told him about her best friend Emma, who had eaten a crayon on a dare and was currently “in trouble, probably forever, which is what Emma gets for accepting dares from Tommy Henderson because Tommy Henderson’s dares are always terrible.” She told him lunch had been pizza, she’d eaten two slices, Gerald had observed this without comment, which meant he approved, because Gerald’s silence was endorsement.

At 7:38 she said, “Night, Dad.”

“Night, bug.”

A brief rustling. Then, with the formal gravity of a closing benediction: “Night, Gerald says night too.”

He held the phone for a moment after she hung up, sitting in the kitchen while Rosa’s television played next door - some game show, the cheerful cascading applause of a studio audience - and the refrigerator hummed its long, existential hum.

Lily. Seven years old. She called every night at 7:30 because they’d agreed to this when he’d moved into the apartment, when he’d needed the call and she’d sensed it and made it a treaty. She lived fifteen minutes away in the house Marcus had helped pick, with his ex-wife Diana, in the life that had been mostly his until he’d been optimized out of it.

He loved her with the ferocity of a man who has begun to suspect she is the only project he is not definitively failing.

He opened Instagram, as he did every night at approximately this hour, and scrolled without purpose - sunset photos, restaurant meals, fitness influencers, ads for things calibrated precisely to the intersection of what he might want and what he could not afford. Then a post stopped him.

Kenny Marsh. Marcus had worked with Kenny for four months on a rebrand three jobs ago. They’d stayed connected on LinkedIn in the way you stay connected to people - technically maintained, functionally inert. Kenny posted motivational content over stock photos of sunrises, and Marcus had until this moment scrolled past everything Kenny had ever posted with the frictionless efficiency that is Instagram’s great gift to the overwhelmed.

This post was different.

A screenshot: a message from something called The Like Ledger, with a header reading YOUR STORY JUST GOT A WHOLE LOT LIGHTER. Below it, a receipt-style graphic: LikeCoin balance redeemed in full. Dollar amount: $8,800.

Kenny’s caption: Cashed out 12 years of likes for $8,800 and paid off every cent of my credit card debt. I thought social media was just vanity metrics. Turns out it was a savings account this whole time. Download link in bio. Genuinely changed my life.

Marcus stared at this for a long time.

$8,800. He ran it against his debts the way he ran everything against his debts - reflexively, constantly, like a man who cannot see a number without calculating what it could solve. $8,800 would clear his Visa, make a significant payment on the back rent, and buy him the thing that money, when you truly don’t have enough of it, actually purchases: not comfort, not luxury, but time. Four months where the wolf is not at the door. The underrated commodity of breathing room.

He tapped the link.
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