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What happens when algorithms dictate our lives?

In this collection of speculative fiction, explore a world where neural firmware replaces human decision-making, digital detox gurus can’t stay offline, and Christmas joy is rationed by the government.

A collection of stories that examine the human cost of optimization culture—where efficiency trumps authenticity and even our emotions are measured for maximum performance.
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Sign up to my newsletter today to get your free copy of Optimised.

Join readers who enjoy thought-provoking fiction about our technological future. 

Visit: joncronshaw.com/optimised and sign up today.
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The Ministry of Things That Might Have Happened
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The letter arrived on a Tuesday, wedged between a pizza takeaway leaflet and a water bill. 

Elisa might have missed it entirely had the envelope not been such a peculiar shade of beige—not quite cream, not quite grey, but the exact colour of indecision.

It bore no stamp. Just her name and address in a typeface reminiscent of 1970s government documents.

“Ministry of Things That Might Have Happened—Notification of Potential Occurrence” read the header. Below it, a reference number: THR/ELZ/739458/UNREALISED.

Elisa snorted, tossing it onto the small pile of obvious scams she kept for kindling. Probably another data harvesting scheme, like those texts claiming she’d won a holiday she never entered for.

But as she sorted through the rest of her mail, her eyes kept drifting back to that peculiar envelope. Something about the precise shade of beige nagged at her. After making a cup of tea, she picked it up again, slicing it open with a butter knife.

“Dear Ms Thorne,” it began. “Our records indicate that on Tuesday, 17th October, at approximately 08:47, while boarding the 07:32 train from Wolverhampton to Birmingham New Street (delayed), you considered slapping the balding man in the navy anorak who pushed ahead of you. You visualised the impact of your open palm against his left cheek with sufficient clarity to activate a Case Review under the Hypothetical Actions (Monitoring and Assessment) Act.”

Elisa’s tea grew cold beside her. She had indeed considered slapping that man. She remembered the exact moment—his damp anorak brushing against her arm as he barged past, the whiff of stale coffee on his breath, the sudden, vivid image of her hand connecting with his smug face. She hadn’t done it, of course. But she had thought about it, with a specificity that had surprised even her.

“This activation does not constitute an accusation of wrongdoing,” the letter continued. “You are required to attend an appointment at the Ministry of Things That Might Have Happened on Friday, 27th October, at 10:15 to clarify your unrealised impact. Failure to attend may result in your case being processed in absentia, which may affect your Potential Behaviour Rating.”

The letter was signed with an illegible squiggle and a printed name: “D. Mayhew, Under-Deputy-Assistant Commissioner of Unrealised Actions (Midlands Division).”

A second page contained directions to an address in central Birmingham she’d never noticed, despite passing through the area almost daily on her way to the Central Library where she worked.

She read the letter three times, looking for clues that it was an elaborate prank. Perhaps Colin from Local History was behind it—he had a dry sense of humour and access to official-looking stationery. But how would Colin know about that specific moment on the train? She hadn’t mentioned it to anyone.

Elisa folded the letter carefully and slipped it into her work bag. She would ignore it, obviously. There was no such thing as the “Ministry of Things That Might Have Happened.” It was absurd.

Yet on Friday morning, she found herself standing outside a brutalist concrete building wedged impossibly between a Sainsbury’s Local and a Victorian pub. The structure seemed to bend inward at odd angles, its grey façade almost challenging the eye to look away. No exterior signage identified it, but the address matched the one in her letter.

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered, adjusting her glasses. “I’m going to be late for my shift.”

But she approached the entrance anyway.

The revolving door admitted her, then didn’t. Elisa found herself back on the pavement, blinking in confusion. She tried again, pushing more firmly this time. The door rotated, depositing her outside once more.

“For pity’s sake,” she said, drawing curious glances from a woman walking a labradoodle.

On her third attempt, the door finally relented, spinning her into a cavernous lobby that seemed far larger than the building’s exterior should have allowed. The ceiling stretched upward into shadow, broken by fluorescent tubes that emitted a hum just on the edge of hearing. The walls were lined with filing cabinets of varying heights and vintages, some so tall they disappeared into the gloom above.

The reception desk was a half-moon of laminated wood, behind which sat a person of indeterminate age and gender, their features arranged in an expression of professional neutrality. Their nameplate read simply “CLERK.”

“Elisa Thorne,” the clerk announced without looking up. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes,” Elisa confirmed anyway. “I received a letter about—”

“The slapping incident that never occurred. Yes. Counter seven for processing.”

Elisa glanced around. There were at least twenty identical counters arranged in no discernible pattern across the lobby floor, none of them numbered. “Which one is counter seven?”

The clerk looked up then, their face a perfect blank. “The seventh one, obviously.”

“The seventh from where?” 

“From the beginning,” the clerk said, as if explaining to a particularly dim child. “Please proceed to counter seven for your initial processing. Your case officer is expecting you.”

Elisa hesitated. “Look, I think there’s been a misunderstanding. I didn’t slap anyone. I just thought about it for a second.”

“Precisely. If you had slapped him, you’d be at the Ministry of Things That Definitely Happened. That’s on Bull Street, dreadful queues. You’re here because you might have slapped him, but didn’t. Counter seven.”

“But why does that matter? I didn’t do anything wrong.”

The clerk’s expression softened almost imperceptibly. “You’re not in trouble, but you are under question. If you were unaware of that, it may be part of the inquiry.”

This clarified nothing, but Elisa sensed further questions would yield similarly circular answers. She nodded and turned towards the counters, trying to determine which might be the seventh. After a moment’s consideration, she approached one staffed by a young woman with a severe bun.

“Counter twelve,” the woman said without looking up. “You want counter seven.”

Elisa tried another. “Counter nineteen. You want seven.”

After four more attempts, she found herself before a counter staffed by an elderly man with spectacles perched on the end of his nose. He looked up as she approached, offering a thin smile.

“Ah, Ms Thorne. Counter seven. Right on time.”

“How am I on time? I’ve spent ten minutes trying to find this counter.”

The man checked his watch. “It’s 10:15. Your appointment time. Therefore, you’re on time.” He pushed a clipboard towards her. “Please verify your details and sign at the bottom. Initial each page.”

The form listed her name, address, date of birth, and National Insurance number, all correct. It also included details she was certain she’d never shared with any government agency—her childhood fear of buttons, the name of her first goldfish, and the fact that she sometimes pretended to talk on her mobile when passing charity collectors.

“How do you have all this information?” she asked, pen hovering above the paper.

“Standard cross-referencing with the Ministry of Things You’d Rather Not Mention,” the man replied, as if this explained everything. “Once you’ve signed, we’ll issue your visitor badge and escort you to your preliminary interview.”

Elisa signed, feeling as if she were somehow betraying herself. The man took the clipboard and fed it into a slot in his desk. A small printer whirred, producing a plastic badge on a lanyard.

“THORNE, ELISA – PRIMARY SELF (Provisional),” it read.

“What does ‘provisional’ mean?” she asked, slipping the lanyard over her head.

“It means we haven’t established yet if you’re the definitive version,” the man replied, standing. “This way for your interview, please.”

“The definitive version of what?”

“Of you, Ms Thorne. This way, please.”

The interview room was exactly the shade of beige that had first caught Elisa’s attention on the envelope. The walls, ceiling, carpet, desk, and chairs all matched precisely, creating a disorienting effect where corners and edges seemed to vanish. The only point of visual contrast was the person seated behind the desk, whose dark suit absorbed light like a black hole.

“Please sit,” the interviewer said. Their voice was neither distinctly male nor female, their face pleasant but instantly forgettable. “I am Assessment Officer Pendle.”

Elisa sat, placing her handbag carefully on her lap. “I still don’t understand why I’m here.”

“You’re here because you almost weren’t,” Officer Pendle replied, opening a manila folder. “Or rather, a version of you almost was, but then wasn’t, because you chose otherwise.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Let me put it another way.” Pendle adjusted their glasses. “Every decision you make creates a divergence—a path taken and paths not taken. This Ministry monitors the untaken paths to ensure they remain...properly filed.”

“That’s impossible,” Elisa said. “You can’t monitor things that didn’t happen.”

“Not with that attitude,” Pendle said. “Yet here we are.” They consulted the folder. “Now, let’s review some of your recent near-misses, shall we?”

Pendle began reading from a list. “Tuesday, 10th October: You considered quitting your job after Meredith from Periodicals commented on your cardigan. You drafted a resignation email but deleted it.”

“That was private. I never sent that email.”

“Exactly. Friday, 13th October: You nearly kissed a stranger on the Wolverhampton platform. Male, approximately 35, reading Kazuo Ishiguro.”

Heat rose to Elisa’s cheeks. “I did not!”

“You did consider it. The way he turned the pages reminded you of your uncle Francis. You imagined stepping forward and kissing him, briefly, then walking away without a word.”

Elisa fell silent. She had indeed had that bizarre impulse, a fleeting image that had embarrassed her even as it crossed her mind.

“Monday, 16th October: Fire alarm at the library. You considered ignoring it, convinced it was another false alarm. You calculated you could finish cataloguing the new mythology acquisitions if you stayed at your desk.”

“But I didn’t. I left the building with everyone else.”

“Hence why you’re here, at the Ministry of Things That Might Have Happened, rather than the Ministry of Actual Infractions or, potentially, the Ministry of Posthumous Affairs.”

Pendle flipped through several more pages. “You have quite an active hypothetical life, Ms Thorne. Seven incidents of nearly telling your mother what you really think of her boyfriend. Twelve occasions of almost stealing stationery from work. Twenty-three imagined arguments with your upstairs neighbour about his carpet fitness routine.”

“But I didn’t do any of those things!” 

“But you could have. And that’s what we’re here to assess—your Unrealised Outcomes Rating.”

They pushed a form across the desk. At the top, a heading: “CAPACITY ASSESSMENT FOR POTENTIAL DISRUPTION.”

“I don’t understand what you’re measuring,” Elisa said, skimming the form’s incomprehensible matrix of checkboxes and scales.

“We’re quantifying the gap between what you do and what you might do. Every person maintains a certain distance between their actions and their capacity for action. Too small a gap, and you’re impulsive—a danger to society. Too large, and you’re repressed—a danger to yourself. We monitor that gap.”

“To what end?”

“Equilibrium,” Pendle said. “Now, let’s continue with your assessment. On a scale of one to seven, how likely would you be to actually slap someone who deserved it?”
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Two hours and thirty-seven incomprehensible questions later, Elisa was escorted from the interview room by a silent assistant who had appeared at precisely the moment Pendle closed her file.

“Where are we going now?” Elisa asked, trying to keep track of their route through identical beige corridors.

“Speculative Self Sorting Unit.” The assistant stopped before a lift that hadn’t been visible until they approached it. “Floor S.”

“What floor is S?”

“Speculative,” the assistant repeated, as if this clarified everything.

The lift had no buttons, just a panel of tiny toggles labelled with cryptic abbreviations. The assistant flipped one marked “SSSU” and the lift shuddered into motion, moving not just downward but somehow sideways as well, as if sliding between dimensions.

When the doors opened, Elisa stepped into what appeared to be a large open-plan office filled with cubicles. Each cubicle contained a desk, a chair, and a person who looked exactly like her.

“Welcome to the Speculative Self Sorting Unit,” announced a new clerk who materialised beside her. This one wore a badge identifying them as “SPECULATIVE COORDINATOR JENKINS.”

“What is this place?” Elisa asked, staring at the nearest version of herself, who was aggressively highlighting passages in a thick document.

“This is where we process the different versions of you created by significant decision points. Each represents a path you nearly took but didn’t.”

“That’s not possible. These are just people who look like me.”

Jenkins smiled. “Let me introduce you. This way.”

They approached the Elisa with the highlighter, who looked up with obvious annoyance. “What now? I’m busy.”

“This is Elisa-Who-Did-Steal-the-Chair,” Jenkins explained. “From the Resource Management Department, summer 2018. Remember that ergonomic chair you coveted?”

“I never stole any chair.” Elisa said.

“I did,” Chair-Elisa said. “Best decision I never made. Got three years’ worth of proper lumbar support before anyone noticed.” She eyed Elisa critically. “Your posture’s terrible. You should have taken the chair.”

Jenkins guided her to another cubicle, where a version of herself sat staring vacantly at a computer screen showing a dating app.

“Elisa-Who-Didn’t-Turn-Left-In-2004,” Jenkins explained. “You remember the night you met Daniel Patterson at the Bull’s Head? This version walked straight past.”

“I barely dated Daniel,” Elisa said. “We went out for three weeks.”

“Three crucial weeks,” Left-Turn-Elisa said. “I never developed the confidence to date after that. Seventeen years single and counting.”

“This is absurd,” Elisa said, backing away. “These aren’t real people. They can’t be.”

“Oh, we’re quite real,” said another voice behind her. Elisa turned to find yet another version of herself, this one with slightly different hair and a more confrontational stance. “Just as real as you, Primary.”

“This is Elisa-Who-Started-A-Fight-With-Margaret-At-Book-Group,” Jenkins supplied. “After the disagreement about Sally Rooney.”

“She claimed ‘Normal People’ was overrated,” Fight-Elisa said. “Someone had to set her straight.”

“I thought it was overrated too,” Elisa said.

“Then you’re as basic as she is.” Fight-Elisa sneered. “You always take the path of least resistance.”

As they moved through the room, Elisa was introduced to more variations: Elisa-Who-Called-In-Sick-Every-Friday-For-A-Month, Elisa-Who-Got-That-Tattoo, Elisa-Who-Told-Dad-What-She-Really-Thought-Of-His-New-Wife. Some seemed happier than her, others bitter or defeated. None acknowledged her as the “real” Elisa—to them, she was just another variant, distinguished only by the “PRIMARY” designation on her badge.

Near the back of the room, a harried-looking case worker approached with a clipboard. “Ah, Primary Thorne. Could I trouble you for a signature? Just administrative clarity—we need someone to sign ownership for a decision, and you’re the most proximate version.”

The form was headed “DECISION OWNERSHIP CERTIFICATION” and detailed an incident from three years prior, when someone—some version of her—had apparently told her neighbour exactly what she thought about his loud music.

“I never did this,” Elisa said, scanning the document.

“Of course not. That’s why we need your signature—to establish proper divergence documentation. One of these variants did do it, but they’re being difficult about paperwork.”

“I’m not signing for something I didn’t do.”

The caseworker sighed. “It’s just a formality. The action happened in a valid speculative branch. Someone needs to claim administrative responsibility.”

“No,” Elisa said firmly, pushing the clipboard away.

The caseworker’s expression hardened. They produced a small device resembling a hole punch and pressed it against Elisa’s badge. The word “PROVISIONAL” disappeared, replaced by “UNRESOLVED.”

“You’ll want to sort that. Unresolved status complicates your file.”

“I want to appeal,” Elisa told Jenkins as they left the Speculative Self Sorting Unit. “This entire process is nonsensical. You can’t hold me accountable for things I didn’t do.”

“We’re not holding you accountable for things you didn’t do,” Jenkins said. “We’re holding you accountable for things you might have done but chose not to. Important distinction.”

“That’s not a real distinction!”

“It is to us.” Jenkins consulted a tablet. “But you’re entitled to appeal. I’ll take you to the appropriate department.”

They entered another lift, this one moving in what felt like concentric circles. When the doors opened, Elisa found herself in a circular corridor with doors spaced at regular intervals. Each door bore a small plaque with a question.

“Welcome to the Corridor of Alternate Circumstances,” Jenkins announced. “Each door leads to a future that never happened. You may explore three doors of your choosing as part of your appeal process.”

Elisa walked slowly down the corridor, reading the plaques. “What if you had said yes to Steve?” “What if you’d left the kettle on?” “What if you’d reported the noise?” “What if you’d taken that job in Manchester?” “What if you’d told your mother the truth about Christmas 2011?”

“How is this an appeal?” she asked.

“Understanding consequences is the first step towards accepting responsibility. Choose your doors.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Elisa approached the door labelled “What if you had said yes to Steve?” Steve had been her colleague at the library five years ago. He’d asked her out. She’d declined. Nothing dramatic.

She pushed the door open and found herself in a small flat she didn’t recognise. A version of herself sat at a kitchen table, looking tired. Opposite her was Steve, older and heavier than she remembered, scrolling through his phone with obvious disinterest.

“Six years, Elisa,” Steve was saying. “Six years and you still can’t load the dishwasher properly.”

The other Elisa sighed, staring into a mug of cold tea. A dog Elisa didn’t recognise whined from a basket in the corner. The scene had a weight of routine disappointment that made her chest tighten.

She backed out, closing the door quickly.

“Interesting choice,” Jenkins noted, making a mark on their tablet. “Next?”

Elisa chose “What if you’d taken that job in Manchester?” Three years ago, she’d been offered a position at the Manchester Central Library—better pay, better prospects. She’d declined, unwilling to leave her elderly father alone in Wolverhampton.

Beyond the door was a bright office where another Elisa sat at a large desk, a nameplate identifying her as “Head of Special Collections.” She looked confident, well-dressed, more polished than Elisa had ever managed. As Elisa watched, Manchester-Elisa picked up a photograph on her desk—her father, smiling. She touched the image gently, then put it face-down as a colleague entered.

“Your father’s care home called again,” the colleague said. “Something about refusing medication.”

Manchester-Elisa nodded, her expression carefully professional. “I’ll handle it. Schedule me a flight for Friday evening.”

“Flight?” Elisa whispered.

“You relocated him to Spain after the second fall,” Jenkins said. “Sunshine retirement community. Very expensive. Hence the promotion-chasing.”

Elisa closed this door more slowly, her heart heavy.

“Final door?”

Elisa approached a door labelled “What if you’d never left Oxford?” A path so distant she rarely thought about it—her abandoned PhD, twenty years ago.

The door opened onto a small university office. An older, more angular version of herself sat grading papers, glasses perched low on her nose. Professor-Elisa had more grey in her hair, more lines around her eyes. But there was something else—a sharpness, a clarity of purpose Elisa recognised but couldn’t remember feeling.

On the wall hung framed copies of academic papers and a photograph of Professor-Elisa receiving an award. No family photos, no personal touches beyond books and papers.

As Elisa watched, Professor-Elisa checked her watch, gathered her things, and left the office. Through the window, Elisa saw her walking across a quad, alone but seemingly content, her stride purposeful.

“She never married,” Jenkins said. “Never left academia. Published three books on medieval women’s literature. Widely respected, rarely visited.”

Elisa closed the door, feeling oddly bereft. “What was the point of this? To show me every choice leads to some form of disappointment?”

“The point, Ms Thorne, is that you are not just who you are, but all the people you might have been. Your appeal requires you to acknowledge that.”

“And if I do? What then?”

“Then you accept responsibility for your potential—not just your actions—and your file can be processed accordingly.”

“Responsible for potential,” Elisa repeated. “For things that never happened.”

“For things that might have happened. You’re beginning to understand.”
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Elisa found herself back at the original reception desk, though she couldn’t recall how she’d returned there. The clerk looked exactly as they had hours—or was it days?—earlier, but Elisa felt fundamentally altered, as if she’d been disassembled and imperfectly reassembled.

Her file, now on the counter between them, had grown significantly thicker.

“Your appeal has been processed,” the clerk said, flipping through the expanded documentation. “Your case officer notes that you’ve demonstrated ‘evolving awareness of speculative impact.’“

“What does that mean?” Elisa asked. Her own voice seemed to come from far away.

“It means we can proceed to final classification,” the clerk said. “We just need you to confirm your awareness that ‘Your potential, if unaccounted for, presents an ongoing threat to public coherence.’“

“I don’t understand what that means.”

“It means that what you might do is as significant as what you do do.”

“Do do?” Despite everything, Elisa almost laughed.

The clerk ignored this. “By existing, you generate continuous waves of unrealised possibilities. These must be documented and classified to maintain order in the system.”

“The bureaucratic system?”

“The cosmic system. Reality is largely defined by things that don’t happen. Imagine if every possibility were realised—chaos. Our job is to file the might-have-beens properly.”

Elisa felt a headache building behind her eyes. “And if I refuse to be responsible for what I never did?”

The clerk’s expression didn’t change, but somehow conveyed profound disappointment nonetheless. “Then you will be reclassified as Indeterminate.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you refuse to be any specific version of yourself—and therefore must be processed as all potential versions simultaneously.”

“That sounds like nonsense.”

“Most accurate things do. Please complete this final form.”

They pushed a document across the counter. The heading read “FUTURE INCIDENTS YOU MAY CONSIDER.” Below was a list of actions Elisa had never contemplated: stealing a boat, sabotaging a colleague’s presentation, beginning a new religion based on library cataloguing systems.

At the bottom of the form was a simple checkbox with the text: “Tick to accept this version of yourself as final.”

Elisa stared at the form. “You want me to...finalise myself?”

“For administrative purposes. Once you accept a version as definitive, all other potentials can be properly archived.”

“But I’m not final,” Elisa said slowly. “I’m still...becoming.”

“That’s the problem.” The clerk sighed. “Everyone thinks they’re special that way.”

Elisa looked down at the form again, at the single checkbox asking her to declare herself complete, finished, no longer in progress. She reached for the pen.

Her hand hovered over the checkbox.

She could tick it. She could leave and never think about the Ministry again. She could resign herself to being just one person, with just one path.

Or she could not tick it.

The form shimmered, then duplicated itself. Two identical forms lay side by side.

“I see,” said the clerk, not sounding surprised. “You’re considering both options. That creates a new speculative branch.”

The forms duplicated again. Four identical documents.

“Now you’re considering whether considering both options was the right approach. That’s a third-order speculation.”

Eight forms. Sixteen. Thirty-two.

The counter began to disappear beneath proliferating paperwork. The forms slid to the floor, multiplying faster than Elisa could track.

“What’s happening?”

“You’re happening. Or rather, all your possible happenings are happening at once.”

The forms were everywhere now, spilling from the counter, covering the floor, creating drifts like snow against the walls. And they weren’t alone—chairs began to appear, identical to the one Elisa had been offered in the interview room. Dozens of them, then hundreds, materialising and stacking themselves in impossible configurations.

“Why chairs?” Elisa asked, backing away as the furniture multiplied around her.

“Stolen chairs, chairs not stolen, chairs you might sit in, chairs you might avoid,” the clerk recited, as if reading from an invisible list. “All the chairs of your unrealised existence.”

The room was filling. Forms and chairs and now other objects—books she hadn’t read, cups of tea she hadn’t drunk, train tickets to places she hadn’t visited. The physical manifestations of everything she might have done but hadn’t.

“Make it stop.” She pressed herself against the wall as her unrealised possibilities filled the room.

“You can make it stop,” the clerk said, somehow still visible behind the mountain of bureaucratic detritus. “Just tick the box. Accept one version as final.”

Elisa reached for the nearest form, now buried beneath a stack of chairs. But as her fingers touched the paper, she hesitated again.

Which version would she choose? The librarian? The academic? The version who slapped strangers on trains? The version who stole office furniture? Each choice would erase all other possibilities, finalise her into just one Elisa.

She pulled her hand back.

The clerk nodded, almost approvingly. “Indeterminate it is, then.”

The room continued to fill with chairs. All of them hers. None of them chosen.

Elisa closed her eyes, feeling the weight of everything she had never done pressing against her, suffocating in its vastness, terrifying in its possibility.

When she opened them again, she was standing at a bus stop in Birmingham, her visitor badge gone, the afternoon sun warm on her face. A bus pulled up—not her usual route.

The driver looked at her expectantly. “Getting on?”

Elisa hesitated.

The moment stretched.

For an instant, she saw not just one bus, but infinite buses, each leading to a different version of her life.

She smiled at the driver. “Not this one.”

And she turned away, leaving the driver—and the Ministry clerks, if they were watching—to file that decision wherever they wanted.
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I’m not much of a talker. Never have been. My dad used to say I came out of the womb looking suspicious, and things haven’t changed much since.

I’ve never understood the need to broadcast yourself. All that posing and pontificating. The carefully angled selfies. The manufactured outrage and performative joy. Even before everything went digital, I kept to myself. Now it’s practically a pathology.

The government rolled out BetterSelf™ three years ago. “A groundbreaking civic platform integrating personal wellbeing with social contribution.” That’s the official line, anyway. In reality, it’s just another way to track, score, and rank citizens based on how positive and visible they are. You get points for morning affirmations, nature appreciation, community spotlighting. 

Post a sunset with an inspirational quote? Two Wellness Credits. Visit a local business and tag them with a smile? Three Civic Uplift Points. Share your “growth journey” through difficulty? Five Resilience Tokens.

Like a bloody arcade game, except the prize is being allowed to exist without hassle.

Participation is “voluntarily mandatory,” meaning there’s no law requiring you to use it, but try getting a mortgage, booking a GP appointment, or applying for certain jobs without a Positive Digital Engagement Score. The system claims to promote mental health and community spirit. In practice, it rewards performative cheerfulness and punishes privacy.

I’ve refused to sign up. Call it stubbornness, call it self-sabotage. Don’t much care. I’d rather queue an extra hour at the doctor’s than post about my “wellness journey” or whatever they’re calling it these days.

My flat has all the standard integrated tech—smart kettle, climate control, fridge inventory system. Can’t avoid that anymore unless you fancy living in a shed in the woods. But I’ve got the bare minimum, with all the optional features switched off. No social integration, no mood-syncing, no automatic content generation. Just the basic package that comes with the council tax.

Work is the same. I do my job, I’m polite to colleagues, I don’t make waves. My performance reviews always say the same thing: “Shaun meets expectations. Could demonstrate more enthusiasm for company culture.” Fine by me. I’m not there to make friends or climb ladders. Just to earn enough to pay the bills and buy books.

It was a Tuesday when things went sideways. Unremarkable morning. Toast. Tea. Rain against the windows as I walked to the bus stop. Standard issue Wolverhampton grey.

Arrived at the office just before nine. Hung my coat, made tea (one sugar, splash of milk), sat at my desk. Before I could even switch on my terminal, my supervisor Margaret was hovering by my shoulder.

“Loved your post about the sunrise, Shaun!” she said, beaming like I’d cured cancer. “So nice to see you embracing the outdoors.”

I blinked at her. “Sorry?”

“On BetterSelf. The canal walk? Beautiful photos. Didn’t know you were such a poet.”

I shook my head. “I think you’ve got the wrong person. I don’t use BetterSelf.”

Margaret frowned, confused. “But...it’s definitely you. Your profile. Everyone’s been liking it. Georgia from Accounts even shared your mindfulness tips on the company thread.”

“Could you show me?”

She pulled out her tablet, tapped a few times, and turned the screen towards me. There it was. A profile with my name. My face. A header photo of the canal near my flat, sunrise reflecting off the water. The bio read: “Finding beauty in small moments. Data by day, dreamer by night. Healing one step at a time.”

The most recent post showed a steaming mug on a windowsill, rain-speckled glass beyond, morning light catching the water droplets. The caption read: “Even grey days have their silver linings. What’s your small joy today? #GratitudeInMotion #MorningMeditation”

My mug. My window. Posted three hours ago.

“This isn’t me,” I said, voice steadier than I felt. “I didn’t post this.”

Margaret laughed nervously. “Is this a joke? It’s clearly your flat. And that’s the mug I got you for Secret Santa.”

“I mean it, Margaret. I don’t have a BetterSelf account. Someone’s...pretending to be me.”

She studied my face, concerned now. “But it’s verified. See the blue check? That means it’s been confirmed through your personal data integration. No one can fake that.”

I borrowed Margaret’s tablet and scrolled through the profile. Dozens of posts, dating back nearly a month. Photos of my bookshelf. Close-ups of my houseplants. A shot of my worn slippers by the radiator with the caption: “Self-care isn’t always Instagram-worthy. Sometimes it’s just the same faithful slippers carrying you through another day. #AuthenticLiving”

I spent my lunch break in a corner of the staff room, scrolling through the profile on my phone.

The account had over 2,000 followers. Not viral by any means, but a decent audience for someone who supposedly just shared mundane moments from a boring life.

As I watched, a new post appeared. A photo of a Post-it note stuck to a fridge—my fridge. The scribbled reminder: “Bin day tomorrow!” My handwriting. The yellow Post-it I’d written three days ago.

The caption read: “Organisation isn’t always about complex systems. Sometimes it’s just small reminders to your future self. What tiny acts of kindness do you show yourself? #SelfCompassion #SmallVictories”

Seventy-eight likes in under a minute.

Someone was in my flat. Taking photos. Writing captions pretending to be a softer, kinder, more inspirational version of me.

I tried reporting the account. Filled out the BetterSelf impersonation form, explaining that someone had created a profile using my identity without consent.

The automated response was instant:

Thank you for your concern. However, this account has been verified through integrated behavioural metadata, device signature matching, and residential smart-system confirmation. Our records indicate that this is, in fact, your authentic digital presence. If you’re experiencing disconnection from your online activities, please contact Digital Wellness Support for memory reconciliation services.
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On the bus home, a woman about my age sat next to me. She looked vaguely familiar—perhaps from the local shop or the library.

“Excuse me,” she said after a moment. “Are you Shaun? From BetterSelf?”

I almost denied it, but curiosity won out. “Someone’s using my name and photos, yeah.”

“Oh.” She looked embarrassed. “Sorry, it really looks like you. I just wanted to say thank you. Your post about grief—about how it’s okay to cry in the supermarket when a song reminds you of someone—it really helped me after my mum passed.”

I stared at her, speechless.

“Anyway,” she continued, clearly sensing my discomfort, “just wanted you to know you made a difference. Have a good evening.”

She moved to another seat at the next stop. I pulled out my phone, found the post she must have been referring to. A blurry photo of the Lidl on Dudley Road. Caption: “Broke down in the biscuit aisle today when they played her favourite song. Grief has no timeline. Healing isn’t linear—some days it’s just toast and trying. And that’s okay too. #RealTalk #GriefJourney”

Apparently I told the internet that crying in Lidl is still self-care.



Over the next week, the posts continued. Daily updates, each more personal than the last. The fake Shaun shared thoughts I’d never spoken aloud. Photographed corners of my flat I rarely noticed myself. Wrote about feelings I might have had if I were the type to analyse such things.

The worst part was, it was good. Thoughtful. Authentic-seeming. The kind of content that actual influencers try desperately to manufacture.

And people responded. Comments poured in, thanking this version of me for his vulnerability, his perspective, his gentle wisdom. The follower count climbed. Local businesses began tagging the account, offering free coffee or shop discounts to “our favourite neighbourhood philosopher.”

I changed my locks. Installed a basic security camera. Checked for hidden devices in my flat. Nothing. No sign of intrusion, no unfamiliar footprints, no evidence that anyone but me had been inside.

Yet the posts kept coming. A photo of my breakfast, still steaming, moments after I’d made it. A new book on my nightstand, photographed from above while I was in the shower.

Then came the notification.

I’d just finished dinner when my digital assistant—one of those smart-home hubs that came standard with the flat—chimed with an official alert.

“Congratulations, Shaun! Based on your exceptional BetterSelf engagement metrics, you’ve been upgraded to Tier 2 Citizen Influence status. Your new benefits include priority GP booking, enhanced nutritional vouchers, and eligibility for the Companion Animal Wellbeing Programme. Would you like to hear more?”

I stared at the blinking light. “Who authorised this?”

“Your Digital Citizenship profile has been automatically assessed and promoted based on positive community impact and alignment with wellness objectives. This is part of the government’s Integrated Wellbeing Initiative.”

“But I don’t have a Digital Citizenship profile.”

“Records indicate active, verified engagement through your BetterSelf account, linked to this residence and your unique biometric signature.”

I grabbed my coat. Enough was enough. Time to sort this out in person.
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The Digital Citizenship Office occupied what used to be the old Post Office building in town. Open 24/7, supposedly, though I’d never had reason to visit before. The lobby was empty except for a security guard and a woman behind a desk marked “Engagement Support.”

“I need to report a false account,” I said. “Someone’s using my identity on BetterSelf.”

The woman—Navita, according to her name badge—smiled professionally. “I’d be happy to help with that. Could I see some ID, please?”

I showed her my driving licence. She scanned it, then tapped at her terminal.

“Mr. Williams, I see your BetterSelf account is quite active. Over three thousand followers now, and recently promoted to Tier 2. Congratulations!”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. It’s not my account. I never created it.”

She frowned slightly, tapping again. “Let’s take a look at the content in question.”

Her screen displayed the now-familiar profile. She scrolled through recent posts, studying them carefully.

“These appear to be authentic moments from your daily life, Mr. Williams. Your home. Your possessions. Your handwriting.” She looked up at me. “The system has verified this account through multiple data points, including your residential smart hub, location services, and behavioural patterns.”

“Someone’s hacked my systems, then. Or planted cameras. I don’t post this stuff!”

Navita’s expression shifted to something more clinical, assessing. “Mr. Williams, are you familiar with Digital Dissociation Syndrome? It’s a relatively new phenomenon where individuals experience disconnection from their online activities due to stress or attention deficits.”

“I’m not dissociating. I’m being impersonated.”

“Perhaps we could review your account security together?” She pulled up another screen. “Let’s start with something simple. One recent post mentioned your favourite tea. English Breakfast with one sugar, splash of milk. Is that accurate?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“And another mentioned you prefer to shower at night rather than morning. Is that correct?”

“Yes, but anyone who—”

“Your profile recently shared that your password for the kitchen smart-kettle is ‘Janet1984’—your mother’s name and birth year. Is that information accurate?”

I’d never told anyone that. Never written it down.

“You’re being recognised for your journey, Mr. Williams,” Navita said softly. “Your authentic sharing is helping others. Please don’t resist your narrative. It’s clearly resonating for a reason.”

I left without another word, her final statement echoing in my head. “Then why does it know your password to the kettle?”

––––––––
[image: ]


I decided to fight fire with fire. Created my own BetterSelf account—the real me this time—using my government ID number for verification. Planned to post the truth, expose the imposter, reclaim my identity.

First, I posted a blank image
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