


Just like Bin Day

What I wanted was simple.
A good-old, plain haircut.
No styling, no fancy bangs, no fuss. 
Something quick, something easy. I didn’t think that was too much to ask for.  
But like many things in my life, nothing is or was, ever straightforward or simple. Especially when all I wanted was to get through the appointment without all my energy being zapped.
Carol was my friend’s hairdresser. 
‘She’s wonderful and cheap,’ she said. ‘The best one in town. And she has won countless awards.’
I hesitated. Wonderful and cheap were not usually words I used in the same sentence. 
But after two years, even I couldn’t deny the time had come. 
My hair was long, coarse and the roots looked like they’d been chewed on. 
It wasn’t that I didn’t like the way having my hair done made me look. 
It was the thought of someone else running their fingers through my scalp as if personal boundaries no longer existed. 
I hated the feeling of having my head trapped over a cold, uncomfortable sink, never knowing whether my neck was just one wash away from a stroke. Most of all I hated the waste of time having my hair cut symbolised. 
I would walk out looking like a supermodel, just to be reminded only the next day, that achieving a frizz-free, straight and glamourous look myself was never going to happen. 
I never went back to the same hairdresser twice. That was the rule. A haircut was an hour of small talk while wishing the clock would turn faster. An hour of pretending to read a trashy magazine while marveling over the inflated self-importance of some second-class celebrities. An hour where my empathy was firmly switched off. 
So I did. I booked the earliest appointment I could get just so that I could get it over and done with as soon as possible. 
Seconds after I’d stepped into her salon, I learnt that her interest in the business side of things wasn’t as strong as her interest in cutting and colouring hair appeared to be. 
She was cheap because she didn’t appear to invest in cleaning. 
So, I sat there, on a worn-down sofa at the front waiting for my turn, trying not to touch anything, my coffee flask firmly in my hands and my empathy chameleon firmly tucked up in my imaginary bedhead. 
Carol greeted me with typical south London slang, assuring me that she would only be a few more seconds. In front of her, sitting on a typical gold plated salon chair, was an old lady. She studied her purple tint and freshly permed hair that seemed to glow in the harsh, cool neon light, expressing her gratitude to Carol for having made her look young again. 
Not once, but twice. 
She got off the chair just to sit down again, looking at Carol in confusion as to what she should do next. 
Carol gave her a fake smile, then guided her out of the chair towards the till by front door. The old lady got out her purse, paid her fee and then said the one sentence no one ever wants to hear from an old person. ‘I’m not really sure where I live or how I get home.’
I tried not to, but couldn’t help and watch as Carol entered into a ping-pong conversation with the old lady. 
Both turning in circles over how to resolve the issue of either of them knowing where the old lady lived. 
I watched for as long as I could bear it, before walking over to both. 
‘Can I have a look in your purse, please?’ I asked in my most gentle fake voice. ‘It’s right there, hanging on your arm.
‘Yes, my dear,’ she said as if we were old friends. 
It didn’t take my fingers long to pull out a piece of paper with her son’s number. 
‘Now isn’t that a surprise. Look what we found here,’ I said. 
The old lady smiled and Carol gave me a thumbs up. 
Less than three minutes later her son was on his way to pick her up. 
With the crisis averted and the old lady happily sitting on the sofa I had just sat on, a cup of tea next to her, Carol guided me over to her workstation. 
She thanked me and asked me how I’d known what to do. 
That’s when my empathy chameleon woke and jumped out of my bedhead. Without me even realising or wanting to. 
‘I work in a nursing home and recognised the signs,’ I said, looking over to the old lady. ‘Dementia is a cruel disease.’ 
Carol nodded, and inside her mind something must have clicked. 
It was like the curtain fell. 
I was no longer just a paying customer that had asked her to cut her hair as fast as possible. 
I had turned from a stranger into a willing ear that would be trapped in her salon chair for as long as it took. An ear that couldn’t turn around and walk away until the scissors and hairdryer had done their job. 
Whilst washing my hair, I learnt that Carol wished someone as caring and patient like me could have looked after her own father. He too had been riddled with dementia for the last few years of his life. ‘My poor old dad,’ she sighed heavily. The scissors pausing with every breath she let out. ‘If only. If only.’
Whilst conditioning my hair, I learnt all about how her mother had always favoured her sister and how every comparison seemed to have left a crack in her heart. 
‘You know, I took on the family business, yet whatever I did, it was never good enough. I was the black sheep that never amounted to much. My sister, on the other hand, married young and gave them the grandchild they desperately wanted,’ she said.  
I tried hard not to respond to her. Not to take it in. I looked at the ceiling. Counted to ten in my head. 
Suppressing my instincts to ask questions, to dig deeper. 
Next, I tried to steer the conversation towards the weather. I talked about my car. I talked about the cat. 
Yet the more I tried not to get her to talk to me, the stronger her verbal outpouring became.
Whilst cutting the underside of my hair, I learnt of how her mother had physically and emotionally abused her. ‘It wasn’t her fist that hurt the most,’ Carol said. 
She welled up but just when I thought the floodgates were opened, she pulled herself together. 
The old lady’s son arrived to collect her. 
‘Thank you, my dear,’ she said with a beaming smile although I was certain she didn’t even remember why she was there. 
Once again, I tried to use that as an opportunity to change the subject. 
I took a sip of my coffee. ‘What I wouldn’t do for a nice piece of cake to go with this.’
Carol responded with a long sigh. ‘Funny,’ she said. ‘I was the same…just before…before I lost the baby.’ 
And with that, her floodgates opened. 
She cut. Paused. Then dumped more of her pain on me. 
By the time my hair was cut, Carol was in pieces, no longer able to hold back her tears. 
She blew her nose, then started talking again.  
She kept running her hands through my still-wet hair, tears falling down her cheeks, smudging her heavy mascara that clung to her fake lashes like tar. 
Yet, despite hating how that felt, I kept my mouth shut. 
My feet started tapping on the floor. My hands fidgeting with my jeans. 
Yet instead of asking her to hurry and shut up, I pulled a packet of tissues out of my bag and handed these to her. 
Carol barely managed to dry my hair, having to pause every few seconds to blow her nose, telling me more about how much hurt she was carrying in her heart. I took deep breaths in and although my brain wanted to block out her words, my heart absorbed them like a sponge. 
By the time she’d straightened my hair, I could hardly contain my own tears. 
When Carol was done, she placed her hand on my shoulder and gave it a tight squeeze. 
‘Gosh, I’m so sorry about that, love. Don’t know what came over me. Thanks for listening, that felt really good. You know, I haven’t ever told anybody about all that stuff,’ she said whilst running a strand of my hair through her fingers once again. ‘I hope you like your hair. I think it looks great.’ 
I placed my own hand on hers and gave her a knowing nod. ‘I’m glad you shared. It’s important that we talk about our feelings, so honestly don’t worry,’ I said, knowing full well that every one of my words was a lie. 
Carol helped me out of the apron and guided me over to the till. She placed a couple of shampoo samples in my cold hand before passing me the card reader.
‘Hope to see you again soon, love,’ were her parting words to me, her face full of smudged make-up and seemingly deep gratitude. 
I left not only with her hurt in my heart but the knowledge that she had just charged me sixty pounds for MY services. 
I, in effect, paid her for a counselling session. 
I cried in my car on the way home. 
I cried for her and her missed childhood, remembering the pain I felt as a young girl. 
I cried for her baby that never saw the beauty of this world. 
I cried because her mother reminded me so much of my own. I felt the pain of having no one to talk to, because for too long, my own voice hadn’t been heard. 
I silently prayed for Carol that evening, sending her strength and love and wishing for her luck to turn. 
And I spent the next three months carrying her hurt with me. Debating whether I could have done more. 
Every day, in my head, I created an imaginary world of what her life must be like. 
Eating dinner on her own. On a tray, watching television because there was no one else to talk to. 
I imagined her crying herself to sleep, her body shaking as her own pain gnawed at her from the inside.
In my world of hers, I imagined that I was the only one that could save her and guide her towards happiness. 
There was only one thing to do. 
I had to take the initiative and see her again. Even if it was just to reassure her that I was there for her. That she wasn’t alone. That someone cared. 
Despite never going back to the same hairdresser twice and my hair being way off needing a fresh cut, I booked another appointment with Carol. 
I spent the days leading up to it thinking about my approach, spending hours rehearsing different scenarios. 
I packed more tissues and even bought her some chocolate.
I prepared myself mentally. ‘Don’t talk, just listen. You’re there for her and not yourself.’
My heart was racing as I entered her salon, everything in it triggering my own trauma. 
Carol walked over to me and extended her hand. ‘Right, you’re next, love,’ she said, before guiding me to a chair. 
She ran her fingers through my hair, telling me how much a cut was needed, asking me how I’d like my hair done. 
Her words and emotionless expression hit me like a ton of bricks. 
She didn’t remember me. Not even a little bit. 
She hadn’t spent three months feeling grateful for what I did for her. 
She had forgotten how she had poured her pain into me, like throwing emotional rubbish into a bin. She had closed the lid, walked away and never wondered who would empty me. 
That realisation cost me another sixty pounds and a haircut I didn’t even need. 
I promised myself one thing. 
Next time, I will cut my own hair. 



