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In the Beginning

When you start to tell a story, the best location you can begin
in is somewhere crisp and easily visualised, somewhere your audience can imagine in a moment. An ice-cream van in a park on a sunny day; a great glass skyscraper in the city’s beating heart; a craggy castle on the peak of a storm-blasted ridge.

This story begins in a pale white building, on a featureless white plain, surrounded by white mists rolling across an endless and indescribable landscape, which makes things trickier. But, as has been observed, you’ve got to start somewhere, even if that somewhere is almost nowhere at all.

The tendrils of mist curled up, white and indistinct, against the building’s walls. As the droplets swirled, rebuffed by the pale plasterwork, two robed figures met, looking out over the boundless plain. Their voices were flattened by the cold air, and by the severe brown hoods they wore, but one advantage of being the narrator is that I can make their voices as clear and distinct in your head as I like. Imagine perfect sound quality as one turned to the other and said, in a sonorous tone:

‘We have found another candidate, sir. This time, a highly promising one.’

‘Tell me.’

‘She has always doubted herself; she has lived an utterly ordinary life; she has never once imagined herself capable of greatness. But if we have calculated right, she is approaching a crisis point that will push her far beyond her own limitations.’

‘Her name?’

‘Esme Good.’

‘Good?’

‘Good is the surname, sir.’

‘Good.’

‘Yes, that’s what I—’

‘No, I know it is, I got that. I was just saying … Oh, never mind.’

They stared out at the white plain a few moments longer.

‘And you believe she could be the one?’

‘She’s a likelier candidate than anyone else we’ve seen this century, sir.’

‘Very well. Keep monitoring her. Guide things as best you can.’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘Has she shown herself aware of anything out of the ordinary?’

The junior hood thought about how to answer. ‘I would say she is among the least aware people I’ve ever seen. But she’ll have to realise eventually.’

‘Excellent. Carry on, then.’

‘Very good, sir.’


Chapter 1

Esme was having a great evening.

She was standing on the deck of a beautiful, clean-lined pleasure yacht, holding a brightly coloured drink. The drink was in a weighty crystal tumbler, and the tumbler had a small umbrella poking out of the top. The timbers of the deck smelled of fresh pine; the drink smelled of oranges. The two smells complemented each other perfectly.

She was dressed in a flattering silken garment that accentuated all the bits of her she might want accentuated, and discreetly vanished all the bits of her she didn’t. And, not that Esme spent all of her time thinking about this, but her body felt much firmer beneath the garment than normal. She had placed a hand on her stomach earlier on and nearly broken a finger on a surprisingly solid abdominal muscle.

The yacht itself was moored a little way outside a pleasant harbour, presumably because the vessel was too big for any of the available parking places (berths? She was pretty sure they were called berths).

Beyond the crisp lines of the harbour was a row of attractively colourful squat buildings, which were just starting to turn on strings of charming low-wattage light bulbs for the evening’s visitors. And beyond the buildings stood white stucco blocks that must house the residents of the harbour city – prosperous residents, from the look of it. Above the scene, a couple of gulls hovered back and forth, giving the impression that there was nowhere they’d rather be.

The sun was sinking towards the horizon, and had just reached an angle that could have been expressly calculated to give Esme and her companions a warm, gleaming look, a look of youth and vitality that implied that a lot of the partygoers currently on deck would not wait long before pairing off and taking advantage of the luxurious cabins below.

The other guests were being so deferential that Esme had the distinct impression she owned the whole yacht. Even if she didn’t, she was certainly hosting the party, from the solicitous looks the tall young waiting staff were giving her as they glided past. A few minutes ago, one of them had asked in a discreet murmur if she was happy to open the next case of champagne, so she must be the host. She had nodded, which was another clue.

Around her, a few of the other guests had gathered in a small, appreciative semicircle, and were eagerly agreeing with whatever she said. So far, she had mostly heard herself remarking how beautifully the sunlight was hitting the buildings of the small harbour town. This was not an original observation, not by a long way, and yet when she had made it, the people around her had all nodded and told her what an interesting thought that was, as if she was the first person ever to spot that the sunset light hitting a small touristy harbour town bounces rather prettily off the stonework.

Canapés were being offered around. Esme had eaten a few, and they had the combination of delicacy, intricacy and actually-containing-a-decent-mouthful-of-foodiness that she knew marked them out as extremely expensive.

A small amber light flashed twice in the corner of Esme’s vision. She ignored it.

She turned back to the young man who was speaking, not because he’d thought of anything worth saying but because he clearly craved her attention. She couldn’t help noticing that he was good-looking, with a clear, tanned brow and the sort of muscular features that would look cruel if he wasn’t currently shaping them to be as gentle and puppyish as possible.

‘… that’s just it,’ he was saying. ‘And it reminded me of something I often think, which is that what you’ve done for all of us has been so important. So important.’

A general murmur of assent scurried around the semicircle surrounding Esme.

‘I’ve hardly done anything,’ she heard herself saying. ‘I wish I could have done more by now.’

The young man shook his head. ‘I mean … where can I even start? You’ve erased a dozen diseases, which between them were killing hundreds of thousands of people a year. And you did so in a way that practically ensured they’d never come back, never even evolve. You permanently ended the war with an entire family of horrible conditions.’

‘You’re very kind,’ she said. So I profiteered my way onto this yacht, she thought. Typical.

‘And then,’ the young man continued, ‘you gave away the cures. I mean, you could have made so much money if you’d decided that was what you wanted. But you decided to forgo billions. Maybe trillions. Because you knew it was the right thing to do.’

Oh. ‘Well, it was only—’

‘But in spite of being determined to give so much away, your innovations in other spheres have made our company – your company – a world leader. And yet you spend so much of your energy giving to others, rather than taking for yourself. It’s humbling.’

Another murmur of enthusiasm confirmed that the handsome young man was speaking on behalf of all those present.

The small amber light flashed again in the corner of Esme’s vision, now not twice but three times. Damn.

‘I’m flattered,’ she said. ‘But it’s just what anyone would have done, given the circumstances.’

Someone touched her on the elbow to announce their presence, quite gently, and she looked around.

At her side, giving her a benevolent smile, was the most handsome man she’d ever seen. ‘My wife’s being modest again,’ he said, and the semicircle laughed. He turned to her, and in his eyes Esme saw the kind of true, timeless adoration that can build cities, tear down walls, a love that creates families, that lasts a lifetime, that conquers death itself. ‘Darling, you know it’s true.’

She smiled back at him. She couldn’t remember anything more perfect than this moment. She wanted to stay here for ever.

The words SESSION ENDING flashed across her field of view, in harsh, unfriendly letters. In her ears, a sickening metallic beep sounded.

‘Darling, are you all right? Darling?’

SESSION ENDING

SESSION ENDING

The distant orb of the sun vanished first, and its light hovered uncertainly in the air, not knowing where it was heading because suddenly it couldn’t remember where it had come from. It was followed into oblivion by the horizon, which started disappearing, a wave of nothingness racing towards the yacht. The harbour town rolled itself up into a pinprick of light, hoovering the gulls up with it. The beach curled up like an old Rizla.

In another fraction of a second, the waiters had gone, the semicircle of hangers-on, the smart young man. The timbers of the yacht slid over each other like a collapsing house of cards. The second last thing she remembered seeing was the umbrella in her silly orange drink, and the very last thing was the face of her husband, now completely in isolation. His grin disappeared first, and then the rest of him, which was just as horrible as it sounds.

SESSION ENDED

And then Esme blinked, and when she opened her eyes, she was once again sitting on her squeaky cheap yellow sofa, and looking ahead at the off-white unadorned wall of her undersized rented flat.

The beeping, which had been coming from inside her own head, stopped. The words COME BACK SOON played across her field of vision.

Well, she thought, that was an unusually good one. Time to head to work.


Chapter 2

Consider Esme Good, walking along a city street on a hot July evening, dodging the puddles left by a recent summer rainstorm, walking with a customary slouch that might in anyone else be the result of a temporary low mood, but which in her case has settled in for the duration. She is walking from the train towards her office; almost everyone else is walking from their offices towards the train. Say what you like about working nights, you get an easier commute.

Despite her heading the opposite direction to the crowd, she is managing somehow to go unnoticed. Anyone who does notice her has put her from their mind before their foot next hits the pavement.

Esme Good. Average height, average build, average hair. She would have made a great spy, but for the twin facts that a) she was so unobtrusive nobody had ever noticed her long enough to ask if she’d be interested, and b) she had never shown an aptitude for languages, analysis, pattern-forming or any of the other skills that might have complemented her unobtrusive presence.

A few hours from now, a police sketch artist will be asked to draw a picture of her, and is going to struggle to pin her features down, not because they’re bad-looking or mismatched but simply because they don’t seem to be in the same room as the rest of the world.

Esme Good: crossing the road against the flow, walking the sprawling concrete canyons where a thousand things might happen but where in her case very few actually have. Esme Good, wearing a coat that has never been in or out of fashion, scruffily comfortable trainers that she’ll be glad of before long, and leading a life that up until now biographers might describe as ‘private’, in the biographers’ code that translates as ‘a nightmare to research’.

This, of course, is the day everything changes, and while you already know that, Esme is wholly unaware that she’s about to be hoicked out of her drab daily routine as easily as an oyster is removed from its shell.* She doesn’t have a clue yet, and it feels kinder to let her labour on in ignorance for these last few hours.

Also, before we go any further, I’ve forgotten to mention that Esme is in a completely different universe to you and me. Sorry. That’s a rookie error.

Esme’s world is like yours and mine. Very like it. There are cities, and towns, and rolling hills and fields, and beautiful wild landscapes, and you would recognise most of the flora and fauna. It’s basically the same. But there are a few very minor differences too – really, they’re nothing to worry about, just a couple of tiny things here and there. I won’t explain them just yet, as there’s no sense in getting things out of order, but I suspect you’ll notice them as they crop up.

But as I say, you don’t have to worry about it for the moment. It turns out that office jobs are more similar across realities than you might believe. And while the above all sounds a bit science fiction, this book is about a sensation common to you, me and everyone we know: the feeling of having absolutely no idea how to proceed with your life.

Back we go to Esme, before she gets lost and wanders out of her own story. Zoom back in as she walks from the bus stop through the centre of her home city. Zoom further in as she reaches the street she works on, an old-fashioned cobbled one just off the main shopping street; further in as she enters a dingy foyer.

She put her bag on the conveyor belt to be scanned by security, only to realise she’d left her pass in the bag for the second time this week. She pled briefly with the guard, retrieved the bag, retrieved the pass, re-scanned her bag, went through the gate, subjected herself to a metallic-wand-waving that ascertained she was carrying nothing more dangerous than half an old baguette in her left coat pocket, and grabbed her bag on her way to the lift.

Esme got into the lift, saw that someone had already pressed the button for her floor, looked again, realised they’d pressed the button below the one she needed, started to lean forward, halfway through the movement doubted herself and leaned back, then, when someone asked her if she was all right, muttered ‘yes’, and spent the next fifteen seconds with a slow pinkish feeling of embarrassment spreading across her brow, before getting out at the floor the other people in the lift were getting out at, pretending to see a message on her phone, and then walking into the stairwell and climbing two flights of stairs.

As far as she could tell, this sort of thing happened to Esme more than to most other people.

At the time all this started, Esme was in her late twenties, although any observers would have noted that she just sort of felt a little older than that. This might have been due to a look she wore of very slight but constant panic. It was a look that suggested that she knew things in general weren’t meant to be like this, but that she couldn’t define either how they were meant to be, nor – even if she could have done that – what steps were required to get herself to that happier place.

It was the look of someone permanently wrestling with the question of whether they had left the oven on as they left the house. It was the look of a deer that thinks it’s heard a twig snap but isn’t sure in which direction, or for that matter whether it definitely heard it, and which would feel mortified running for no reason so might just let itself get eaten instead out of sheer awkwardness.

This look had been lurking in and around Esme’s eyes for such a long time it was now a permanent part of her facial features, and whenever she spoke to someone else for any length of time, they were eventually consumed by a slight worry that they too might have left the oven on before leaving their own house.

She procrastinated a lot, and she dreamed of how things might be different, but she’d never quite managed any of it, for various reasons we’ll get into shortly. She made a lot of notes, of beaches and mountains to visit, interesting little cocktails to mix, hobbies to take up. But all the beautiful beaches and mountains had gone untravelled-to. The interesting cocktails had gone un-shaken, the late-night conversations about the meaning of it all un-had.

Esme’s lists grew and grew – languages to learn, societies to join, musical instruments to try – but as each year drew to a close, she couldn’t help noticing that she generally ended up with nothing more than a slightly longer list. Even the entries that you might think would be easy – ‘change hall light bulb’, that sort of thing – even they tended to creep somehow from one list to the next.

Because of all the time she spent making firm resolutions to start living, most of Esme’s conversations were shorter than they should have been, which is a shame, because a few good long conversations might have gone some way towards clearing the look from her brow. But those conversations had never happened, so she had kept on working away, and nothing much had changed, and the moment at which everything would change shuffled closer, so carefully that not even a twig snapped beneath its feet.

And to be fair to Esme’s subconscious, in a cosmic sense, she absolutely had left the oven on.

Nonetheless, she was in her office now, and, to her credit, she was about to try and change something big in her life. Something that, like a second-tier light bulb, had been broken and in need of alteration for a very long time, and which would – if remedied – make her life much better.

And if it didn’t go according to plan? Esme reflected that even if it didn’t, even if today turned out just like all the other inadequate days she’d lived through, even if the next nine hours would be boring, and draining, and that halfway through she’d be dying for a bit of chemical stimulation, at least she was in one piece and in a safe place. At least the odds were that nothing actively bad would happen in here, compared with the sea of troubles she might fall into out there.

Sorry, Esme.

 

 

 

 



* In other words, it’s going to take special equipment, she’s going to suffer terribly, and at the end of it, everyone involved will wonder if it was worth the effort and resolve not to do it again, no matter how much they’ve had to drink.


Chapter 3

10.17 p.m., and the coffee machine was undergoing one of its periodic crises of confidence.

During these spells, it would refuse to produce anything except a thick, tarry gunge, which it would grudgingly ooze into the base of your cup. If you insisted for long enough that you wanted something else, after a lengthy delay the machine would eventually serve up its alternative: a large cup of lukewarm water that smelled as if it might have been spritzed a few days ago, just once, with a coffee-scented room spray.

Esme, sitting at her desk and looking at the machine as it maintained its constant quiet burble of discontent, reflected that she and the coffee machine were leading pretty similar lives, with the potential difference that she relied on the machine for coffee, where it didn’t rely on anyone else for anything at all.

She opened her notebook and scribbled in it: Pharmaceutical billionaire. Take course in chemistry/take up philanthropy/try to learn sailing?

As if in response to her half-formed wish, there was a grinding noise at the side of her cubicle. A poster of her favourite film, Attack of the Fifty-Foot Man, was being winched upwards by a little roller-blind mechanism, operated from the other side.* Eventually, a face poked through. It was a friendly face, and while it looked mildly pleasant, it also gave the impression that there was a lot going on beneath the mildly pleasant exterior that might surprise you.

‘Coffee?’

‘I don’t think it’s going to play ball tonight.’

‘No, you’re probably right. I could go to the one upstairs.’

‘It’s all right. I’m trying to cut down.’

‘Suit yourself. Back in a minute.’

Talmeck had already been at his desk when she arrived. He was usually at his desk when she arrived, doing something complicated with the spreadsheets displayed across his multiple screens.

Esme had been in this job twelve years, and was still using the single screen she had started with. Talmeck had turned up three years ago, and in the intervening time the number of screens at his desk had mushroomed to five.

He had become Esme’s closest friend in the place, not least because he was actually near her age, unlike most of their co-workers. He was also a nice person, and furthermore he was a rare colleague because you could tell him about the mad thing that had just happened without worrying that he would respond with something even madder, therefore blunting your original mad anecdote and instead giving you an extra one that you would then have to hold on to until you could confide in someone else later.

In fact – although she would never mention it to him – since they had met, Talmeck had become her closest friend in the world. The reason she didn’t mention it was that even despite that, they didn’t see a huge amount of each other, and she’d be rather embarrassed to say how close she felt they were, because there were still enough spare hours in the week for him to be much closer to plenty of other people. Not only that, but she was aware that for all their friendship, she didn’t really know much about his inner life. He was the person she would choose to confide in, but to be honest she had no idea if she was his.

Still. Tonight was the night things were going to change. She couldn’t stay here for ever just because of Talmeck. They’d still be friends tomorrow, she knew it. And, she hoped, for the rest of her life.

Talmeck got back to his desk, holding two coffees.

‘You drinking both of those?’

‘Well, I know you’re trying to cut down.’

‘Not to nothing, though.’

He passed one through the hole in the cubicle wall.

‘Thanks.’

Talmeck blew on his froth. ‘So, is tonight the night?’

‘That’s the plan.’

‘When are you doing it?’

‘Before first break. I’ve told David I need a word with him.’

‘Well, let me know before you go in, and I’ll light a candle and say a prayer.’ He looked back to his many screens, and Esme thought she may as well do a bit of work in her last night in the job, before she had her word with David and left this place for ever.

Coffee here; system cued up; next call ready to deliver. She pressed the green tile on the screen and waited for the crackle.

Esme’s job was simple. Headphones on; press button to connect her to caller; listen to people’s complaints; ensure complaints went no further. Her office was the GMCL, the General Municipal Complaints Line, and Esme was on the night shift, meaning she got the complainants who were sleepless as well as angry about their general municipal services.

Her desk was, as she was frequently reminded, the city’s principal means of taking the temperature of its citizens, en-suring the authorities were doing everything possible to help them and being clear with them about what assistance the city could and (more often) couldn’t provide. At other points she had been told her desk was ‘the front line’, ‘the trenches’ and ‘the last redoubt’, along with a number of other inappropriate military metaphors, which did at least convey the fact that she spent most of her time bored and the remainder with strangers wanting her dead.

Everyone who rang had a story. Bins not emptied; bins blown away in a storm; bins too small; bins subject of dispute with neighbour. About a third of the calls on any given night would be unrelated to bins, and these were a little more interesting: dispute with landlord; dispute with tenant (Esme had fielded calls from both ends of a landlord–tenant dispute within the same hour on more than one occasion); taps not working; taps impossible to turn off; taps producing sinister brown gel; sinister brown gel had dried up. On and on it went.

She had read once about a small sea creature that fed itself by swallowing enormous amounts of seawater hundreds of times its own weight each day, and filtering out the tiny morsels of nutrition from the ocean of dross passing by. Soon after getting the job, she had realised this was exactly her position in the world, except – and this was crucial – she wasn’t allowed to do any filtering.

Her role was to prevent any callers from getting through to the management team, who lurked in private rooms at the far end of her floor. They didn’t seem to be doing very much, but Esme had been privately assured that their work was so vital to keeping the city functioning that more than two or three interruptions in a night and the whole place would fall apart, so it was vital she kept callers away under almost every circumstance.

Most callers didn’t even get through to her level, due to a triage system that informed them that Esme and her colleagues were experiencing unprecedentedly high call volumes, but when they did, few were put off by her usual inability to help. Many of them, she sensed, just wanted to stay on the phone to her. It was in some ways like being a therapist or a social worker, except without the pay of the former or the glamorous jet-setting lifestyle of the latter.

Still, she had her method. The basics had been handed down from head office, but she had made her own improvements over the last dozen years. For every call, people needed something. Even if Esme couldn’t provide exactly what they needed – a new bin, say – they still needed to be heard. And she had worked out how to listen like nobody else. Above her desk, her own personal guide on how to have a successful call was taped up, in a neat bullet-point list:


	Use their name. Hear the problem. Really hear it.

	Show empathy.

	Keep showing empathy until rapport is established.

	Show interest. Ask more about it. Make them the centre of your world.



And finally, the most important one:


	Reassure them there is purpose to their life, then ask them how they see it changing.



She didn’t know it, but a lot of people came away from their call with Esme encouraged, ready to make changes in their lives. As Talmeck watched her, he had often reflected what a pity it was that she wasn’t able to apply those lessons to herself.

None of Esme’s particular unhappiness about her work seemed to affect Talmeck, who had spent less than a week on General Complaints when the management had realised he had more talent than anyone else on the floor, and had promoted him to a role Esme never understood, in the City Story division, in which he was helping to communicate the city’s narrative in a convincing and upbeat way. He still took the occasional call, but as he told Esme, it was only for practice, and to hear what people had to say for themselves.

So she had kept doing her work, unsure whether anyone was really benefiting, quite confident she herself was getting nothing out of it, but too timid to do anything about the situation. Unbeknownst to her, much of her office felt the same way, and so did most of the rest of the city’s population, but she had a particularly advanced case.

If Esme had been an edgier protagonist, she might have spent her time indulging in meaningless and harmful love affairs with similarly emotionally unavailable men and women, before blaming her emotional state on her economic circumstances and reflecting wryly about nothing very much for several hundred pages on end.

If, on the other hand, she had been born several years earlier, she could have been a charming, messy protagonist who drank to excess, lived chaotically, never had any money but somehow always dressed fabulously and enjoyed all sorts of romantic misadventure before realising the friendships she’d made along the way were the most important relationships of all.

As it happens, she wasn’t even aware she was any kind of protagonist, and so simply spent a lot of time alone in her flat eating pasta.

Until tonight, that was. Tonight she was going to quit, and once she had, things would get better. Tonight, her life was going to begin in frank and earnest.

The first dozen calls of the night did nothing to make her doubt her decision to hand in her notice. Six bin queries, all of which were triaged and might eventually be actioned; three interpersonal gripes that might have been better dealt with in a private therapy setting; two mutterers whose complaints were too vague to transcribe, let alone action, but who seemed to be enjoying themselves; and one lunatic who wanted to know what was being done about the mind-control cobweb that was being draped over the city each night, and who eventually accused Esme of being in the pay of Big Cobweb but seemed relatively calm about it.

Each one of the callers got the Esme Method. At the end of their conversation, they came off the phone feeling engaged, understood, heard; feeling that somehow they’d been listened to for the first time in a while.

As she hung up the final call, looking at her doodle – an enormous spiderweb with a small Esme trapped in the middle of it – Talmeck poked his head through the partition.

‘We celebrating after tonight’s shift? Breakfast at Orlando’s?’

‘I might just take a bit of time to myself, to be honest. You know, clear my head. Pretty big night.’

‘No problem.’ There was a very slight edge in Talmeck’s tone, or so it appeared to her, which she did her best to ignore, because it was none of his business how she spent her free time. He went on: ‘Thought maybe we could play a board game in the break, if you liked. Bit of relaxation after your big chat with David.’

‘Maybe.’

Talmeck ripped a sachet open and poured some sugar into his latest coffee, then asked casually, ‘Been up to much lately?’

Esme didn’t have many friends, but she did spend a lot of time thinking and worrying about her interactions with the friends she did have, and she could tell that Talmeck was, in the nicest way, enquiring after her welfare.

‘Yeah, you know. Seeing a few people.’

‘Anyone I know?’

‘Er … no, nobody from here. No.’

‘Oh, right.’ He left the words hanging there with absolutely no extra pressure – so little emphasis, in fact, that you would have to know him very well to know that this was his standard method of asking for extra details, by creating a conversational vacuum into which he hoped Esme was about to fall.

But today, Esme was rather preoccupied by what she was about to try and do, meaning that – to Talmeck’s slight irritation, because he was pretty good at drawing people out, and especially good at drawing her out – she said nothing.

After about fifteen seconds, he nodded, as if ‘fifteen seconds of silence’ had been exactly what he was hoping for from his enquiry, and withdrew his head through the partition again. Esme would have ordinarily worried about that, and gone after him, but today she was too concerned about what was about to happen in her forthcoming meeting, which she’d been anticipating for about nine years now, and which she really, really didn’t want to screw up.

In fact – although she didn’t want to tell Talmeck about it – she had a much better plan for today’s break, once she’d had her Difficult Conversation. She opened the drawer by her desk, moved aside a file, and looked down to make sure she had laid in the supplies she needed. There they were. Eight little bottles, enough to provide her with eight wonderful experiences. A full day’s worth of happiness, if she spaced it out right.

And that’s the last thing I forgot to say. There’s just one more element of Esme to explain, before she goes into her manager’s office and breaks her life. There’s no way of dressing it up politely, but here it is:

Esme has a very, very bad habit.

 

 

 

 



* The roller-blind screen had a different film on each side. Attack of the Fifty-Foot Man was Esme’s favourite, and the other side showed a poster of Rita Hayworth, a film in which a famous actress tunnelled her way into a prison to rescue the man of her dreams, hiding the hole she was digging behind a large poster of the prison itself.


Chapter 4

The Elsewheres had been invented about fifteen years ago, at just the right time for Esme to fall right into them. In those days, people were a bit more naïve about the protections that young people should maybe receive against this kind of thing, so into them a teenage Esme had fallen, and all these years later, she showed no sign of falling out again.

The principle behind the Elsewheres was simple. All you had to do was take one dose of an easily accessible chemical substance (the size of the dosage had been regulated, after a few early punters had gone too far). Some people baked it into elegant pastries; some took it as a perfume, sprayed on the wrists; some had it fed to small, expensive fish, which they then had killed and grilled, claiming the concentration of the chemical in the liver provided the most marvellous experience.

Esme got hers in packs of a dozen bottles from the local corner shop, because that was the cheapest version available – and in the volumes she took it, price mattered – and because it was the easiest method, so you could guarantee yourself access any hour of the day or night. It didn’t matter how you took it, because the effect was the same every time: take a dose, and you would experience fifteen minutes outside your own head, and inside the head of an alternate version of yourself.

It had been theorised for years – in expensive science labs and cheap sci-fi films – that there were hundreds of trillions of alternate versions of each of us out there, in other versions of this world, but nobody had spent much time worrying about the notion, because as one expert had put it, ‘In all honesty, who cares if you can’t sell tickets?’

Then, twenty years ago, someone had worked out how to sell tickets. And the world had changed.

Once the technology had been launched, it had two effects. Firstly, after ‘Alteriority’ (as it was technically known) was demonstrated, a lot of experimental physicists became enormous global celebrities, started stadium tours of their greatest hit theorems, never published anything new, and became completely unmanageable. Many took tragic overdoses of their own proofs and ended up pinioned across realities, or temporally compromised; a lucky few managed to get out in time and settled down to become their own grandfathers.

The second thing the Elsewheres proved was this: people will do anything to see what might have been. Some versions of you will be living on the streets by now; some will be multimillionaires. Some of you will be happily married to your childhood sweetheart; some will be having a torrid affair with your worst enemy. Some will have run away to sea; some will be world fencing champions or sailors or artisans; some will be almost exactly like you, but a fraction cooler or more confident. People found it very hard to resist popping over for a look. Just a quick one.

Once you were in an Elsewhere, you couldn’t control what the ‘you’ said or did – really, it was like being an observer in a plane’s cockpit – but you could generally pick up clues about how your life had turned out.

In the early days, the consequences were enormous. Relationships fell apart when a husband or wife noticed they seemed to be having a better time in every world where they weren’t with their current spouse. Careers were jeopardised when people looked outside themselves and found that there might be life beyond today’s ninth meeting. Trials collapsed when it was discovered that jury members had been sneaking into other versions of their own life during boring passages of evidence, particularly in the hope of finding a version of themselves who was currently having sex. There was a lot of social churn, because the Elsewheres were a lot of fun.

For a while, they were the most popular thing on the planet. In fact, it’s fair to say they became grotesquely overused, and that for a brief spell, the most fashionable place to be was in another version of you.

And then, after a year or two, the fuss had settled down and the Elsewheres became no longer the fad of the moment or the beginning of the end times, but simply one more of many rampant threats to the creative industries. These days they were seen as an enjoyable distraction for occasional use, but hardly relevant to the here and now. Everyone had got the message that these things were not the best way of spending your life.

Almost everyone, anyway.

Esme spent most of her free time in other versions of herself. She had multipacks for use at home, but if she was feeling flush, she visited one of the parlours across the city, buying a dose and coming out after fifteen minutes (the maximum safe duration to spend outside your own body, after which something else might notice the vacancy and move in). Afterwards, she would wait for the recovery period to end, then dunk herself straight into another one. If, for whatever reason, she had to stay in her own head for more than a couple of days, she started to feel very low.

Esme had noticed quite early in her Elsewhere years that her counterparts almost all seemed to be leading much more interesting lives than she was herself. They were doing better, living more intensely, with nicer cheekbones and better gum health and more exciting sexual histories. Of those few versions of her who were doing worse, she usually worked out within the first few minutes that there was some concrete reason for which they weren’t to blame, a hindrance without which they would doubtless also be doing better than her.

In short, she started to perceive her own life as a flat mud plain on which literally anyone else would have built an entire thriving civilisation by now, complete with chic restaurants and small independent poetry publishers and profitable tech start-ups, but which she had somehow managed to make into nothing more than a slightly flatter mud plain.

From time to time she got the dim sense that in spending most of her free time inside the countless trillions of other versions of herself, she might possibly be avoiding dealing with some pressing matters in her own life. Occasionally this feeling yawned for a day or two into a kind of all-encompassing fracture, a vast sensation that, cosmically speaking, she simply wasn’t on the same bus as everyone else, and that no matter what she did with her life, it was destined to turn out worse than whatever she had intended.

After a little while feeling like that, she then carried on exactly as before, because one of the best ways of escaping the feeling that you were compulsively avoiding your own unique and precious life was to have a quick dip into one of your other unique and precious lives.

If she had scraped together the courage to visit a doctor about her habit, she would have been diagnosed with an alteriority complex, which was like a superiority or inferiority complex, except that instead of the patient believing they were better or worse than they really were, they believed their real self to be somewhere just over there. These complexes (complices?) were very difficult to shift, not least because practitioners had to treat patients who had an almost infinite number of better things to be doing (or, at least, different versions of themselves to be looking out from).

As it happened, Esme hadn’t been to a doctor, because she was just having too much fun – well, that wasn’t exactly the word, but whatever it was, she was having too much of it to speak to a professional without feeling embarrassed.

Take tonight, for example, before she’d had to come in to work. The Esme on the yacht, the one who had somehow become stupendously wealthy through a combination of medical genius and altruism. The one who had a handsome husband and a thriving company of like-minded good-doers. In one version of the world, Esme had become that woman, and although she hadn’t become that here, she found it a matter of great comfort to see herself doing so well. It gave her the kind of unjustified pride people feel when their football team gets promoted, or when a distant cousin wins a Nobel prize. They know they had nothing to do with it, but they can’t help feeling that they formed at least a tiny part of the ambient brew that led to the success in question.

The Elsewheres, of course, only transplanted you into versions of yourself who were at the age you were now. Esme had wondered at what point the serious divergence between all these selves had set in, but had never managed to work it out. She would occasionally think back to her childhood, wondering if the way her own life had developed was something to do with her parents (blameless, nice people from the north of the country, now both deceased), or her upbringing (quiet, modest, normal). She had found no clues.

She also found that in some of the Elsewheres close to her own world – the ones where she was working here, for example – she knew Talmeck. In quite a lot of them, actually. It was always a relief to see him, and a world where she knew Talmeck was always one of the better ones, no matter what else might be happening to the other Esme. Just like this evening.

She even had a routine for using the Elsewheres at work, based on a rigorous analysis of when calls were slowest coming in, and when she could therefore get away with an extended session hiding in the loos and taking brief refuge in another Esme Good.

And the endless experiences of her other selves – a thousand twin sisters making you feel bad at family get-togethers – had, at long last, motivated her to act. Her plan for tonight’s shift was simple. Go into her boss’s office. Announce she was handing in her notice. Walk out.

It was going to be an act of courage, and it was going to be bold. She would be free to become someone new, someone a little more like all the alternate Esmes she had spent the last decade with.

If she succeeds, there will be no need to describe what happens next, and this will be a very short book.


Chapter 5

Esme poked her head around the smoked-glass door at the far end of the office.

‘David?’

Her manager, David Cobb, lifted his head, which had been resting on his chest, and opened his eyes extra wide as he came round. He didn’t enjoy being in charge for the night shifts, a problem he got around by sleeping through as much of them as possible. Whenever woken by an underling, he simply refused to acknowledge that he’d been asleep; whenever challenged by a superior, he would explain he was experiencing a flare-up in his condition, in a frosty and italicised tone of voice that usually deterred any further questions.

Now, he simply stretched, just like any wide-awake person would, breathed deeply and said, in the authoritative voice of a manager who had been conscious for ages, ‘Right.’

‘Good moment, David?’

‘Good. Yes. Was there something?’

‘I wondered if you were free for those few words I mentioned earlier?’

‘Yes. Yes, I suppose we can do that, if you really think now is the right time.’ David also had a knack of making you feel stupid for interrupting his sleep. ‘Come in, then. Just shift some of that.’ He waved her towards one of the many uncomfortable chairs lurking around the outer edges of the office, piled high with folders.

As she moved across the room, David’s mind was pleasantly empty in his post-nap blankness. He had no particular desire to precipitate the biggest change Esme or the entire planet would ever undergo. He honestly didn’t know he was about to do that, and if someone had sat him down and explained what was about to happen to Esme if he carried on talking, he would have given her the night off, plus the number of a good therapist. And then things would have carried on exactly as they always had done, and Esme would have continued her panicked, scrabbling slide from one end of life to the other.

And yet …

Esme cleared a chair of debris, sat, and breathed in. Here she was, about to quit. About to start life. She didn’t make eye contact, in case she got nervous, but instead stared at a fixed point two inches left of David’s ear and began.

‘I’ve been thinking, David. I’ve been here for twelve years now.’

‘Have a coffee.’ David gestured towards the private coffee machine on his desk, which suffered none of the debilitating psychological problems of the one in the outer chamber. He started pressing buttons.

‘I’m not … Oh. You already are. Thank you.’

They waited for a few minutes of grinding, steaming and percolation. Eventually Esme was perched just as uncomfortably, but now balancing a small cup of expensive coffee on the arm of her chair. Doesn’t matter. Start again.

‘As I was saying. I’ve been here twelve years.’

‘That long? Goodness me.’ David took off his glasses, huffed on the lenses and began polishing them with a little cloth. ‘It goes, doesn’t it? It goes.’

‘Er … yes. But I suppose I’ve been wondering recently about where it goes, and where I go – I mean, where I’m going – and whether I’m definitely doing the sort of thing I think I could most, um …’ This wasn’t going well. Time to pull it back round. ‘The thing is, I’m looking for other challenges in my career.’

‘Other challenges?’

‘Yes. I’d like to stretch myself.’ Rip the plaster off. ‘My contract says I have to give you three months’ notice to quit, so that’s what I’m doing now. I’m quitting.’

David put his glasses back on and looked at her with a new seriousness. ‘I’m very sorry to hear that, Good. Esme.’

‘I … Oh. Yes. Well, me too. But that’s how it is.’

‘Of course. And I think you’re doing the right thing.’

‘Please don’t try to … Really?’

‘Oh, yes. We never stand in people’s way if they are determined to move on to greater things.’

‘Well, thank you. That’s very gracious.’ Esme felt so relieved, she didn’t notice the look on David’s face. If she had, she would have got the feeling of a goat that has been effusively welcomed by the chief druid and is being asked to just pop itself up onto a smooth stone slab and get comfortable while all the other druids make encouraging chanting noises. ‘But
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