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Chapter One

Everyone has a nemesis. No matter how hard you try to convince yourself you don’t, there’s always that one person. That one person who you cannot help but compare yourself against, and where that comparison invariably leads to you coming up short and then hating the other person for it. It’s just human nature.

But – and it’s a huge but – I doubt most people have a nemesis like mine. I don’t just fall short against him, I flail on the floor like a fool while he looks down on me from a great height. He is a giant in my world, a name that sits comfortably on everyone’s lips, even while mine falls into oblivion. Despite – and I mean that with absolute venom – despite me being more qualified, more experienced, and quite frankly just a better person than he is. But he has dimples when he smiles and his hair falls distractingly over his eyes. And his body? Well, that’s the result of many hours hiking across Dartmoor in his pursuit of – and I quote him directly here so you can get a true understanding of how much of a douche he actually is – ‘the kind of mental space that enables the magic to really happen’.

I have watched him deliver that line at no less than three conferences over the past two years. Always said with a wink and a wicked grin that has all the women – not that there are very many of us in this branch of theoretical physics – swooning in their seats. Later, over glasses of too-warm wine, those women discuss at length how charming he is, blushing as they apologize for objectifying him in a way they’d scream bloody murder about if the shoe was on the other foot.

Tyler fucking Adams has the world eating out of the palm of his hand.

Tyler fucking Adams is the bane of my existence.

‘So, do you think we can get him on board?’ my boss, Dean, asks.

‘Sorry?’ I wasn’t listening, too engrossed in imagining all the ways I might bring Tyler down.

‘Tyler Adams? The project? Have you listened to a word I’ve just said?’ He adopts the same tone my father used when we were kids and did something he didn’t approve of. Never angry, but often disappointed.

I offer up an apologetic smile.

He huffs – another thing that reminds me of Dad – and then explains the project once more, slowly and making sure he doesn’t use any big words. Patronizing old goat.

The more I hear, the more horrified I am. ‘So, you want us, as in me and Tyler, to work together?’ The project is a range of non-fiction books aimed at explaining complex scientific principles to teenagers using popular culture as the jumping-off point. A whole series of ‘What Marvel Got Wrong About the Multiverse’ and that kind of thing. 

‘You can be the science and he can be the …’ He trails off as he flaps his hand, searching for the right word. ‘Panache,’ he eventually comes up with. 

‘Panache?’ I raise an eyebrow.

‘You know. The …’ This time he makes more of a jazz hands motion.

‘You mean “sex appeal” don’t you?’

‘I … well, I didn’t want to …’

‘I’m not offended,’ I say quickly. Although I am. Deeply. ‘But I’m not doing it.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s Tyler Adams.’ I’m not going to elaborate and neither am I going to back down.

Tyler’s here tonight. Of course he is. It’s only the most prestigious awards ceremony for my entire industry and being held at Imperial College, the university where I completed my PhD. My company, Imagine – a think tank of scientists backed by charitable donations from guilty venture capitalists who try to predict the future – has a whole table. Tyler used to work for a rival organization that calls itself Big Future – so much ego in that company name – but now freelances. He makes a fortune doing TV and speaking events and then works pro bono at the university, heading up their STEM outreach programme in order to ‘give something back’.

He is everywhere I go. And yet we do not speak to each other. Each of us turning away at the merest glimpse of the other, guaranteeing we never make eye contact. That is the way it’s always been and the way I like it, thank you very much. Tyler fucking Adams can keep well away from me.

‘You know he keeps looking at you,’ my research assistant, Alesha, says as she grabs a glass of champagne – well, probably cheap cava, let’s be honest – from a passing waiter.

‘He does not,’ I reply, snagging one for myself. I don’t even bother to check she actually means Tyler. This is a conversation we have in one guise or another at every event. Of which there are a surprising number; most people are kind of shocked at the amount of random socializing involved in research life. But bored people with big brains do rather like a drink. And even more so when it’s free.

‘Do you seriously not think he’s cute? I mean, not even just a teeny tiny bit?’ she asks, emboldened by cheap alcohol and the stifling heat of the crowded bar area.

‘He is objectively attractive,’ I reply. Because he is. From an entirely factual perspective, one not marred by emotion or sentiment, he’s a good-looking man. Strong jaw, green eyes the colour of a spring forest, floppy ashy-blond hair like a grown-up member of a Norwegian boy band, broad shoulders and a slim waist and the kind of arse you could balance a pint on. I mean, yes. I get it. I get why he’s the darling and the one who does the roadshows and the government adverts to encourage more teenagers to study STEM subjects at school and the one who even occasionally goes on TV to talk about new discoveries in the physics world. Once he even talked about one of my discoveries, but I’m not the one they wheel in. Well, unless it’s for some rotary dinner of boring old farts who think any woman under forty is a ‘bit of fluff’ and I’m considered light entertainment dressed up as a lecture in something their wives will find encouragingly dull.

‘Personally I think he’s a bit too pretty,’ Alesha says, flicking her long braids over her shoulder. Alesha has a long history of bad-boy ex-boyfriends who treat her like shit but look good in motorbike leathers. Unsurprisingly, these ex-boyfriends do not work in our industry.

‘You know Dean wants us to collab on a project?’

‘Ooh … really?’ She sounds oddly enthusiastic.

‘On this book series. Dean said I can be the science and he can be the sex appeal.’ I elongate the syllables in the moniker, stretching it out and pulling a face.

Alesha snorts out her wine. ‘No way! He actually said that?’

I nod and then we both giggle like children.

‘Are you going to do it?’ she asks.

‘No. Of course not.’

‘But maybe they’d do pretty special editions,’ she says and for a moment I’m tempted. I mean, I do rather love a special-edition book, especially if it has a fancy sprayed edge. 





Later that evening, Cesca – baby sister, all round pain in the ass, and my best friend in the whole world – calls me and I duck outside to take her call.

‘Yo!’ she says as I answer.

Now, I should probably tell you that Cesca is deputy head of science for a rather prestigious all-boys school in west London, owner of a master’s in physics, and an absolute contradiction of every possible stereotype. A lot of people assume she deliberately breaks all the rules, but it’s more that she just doesn’t believe there should be rules in the first place.

 ‘Is the whole event total bullshit?’ she asks. ‘Has anyone puked yet?’ 

Cesca’s work colleagues are the ‘strait-laced, go home to their wives and never have more than a single glass of wine’ type of boring bastards. Mine are the ‘cannot help themselves with a free bar’ kind of nerds. They look the same on the outside, but put warm Pinot in their proximity and you can separate them with ease.

‘No. But guess who’s here?’

‘Tyler fucking Adams,’ she deadpans.

‘Yep. And Dean wants us to work on a project together.’

‘Noooo. But he’s such a twat.’

‘I know. Such a twat.’

Someone clears their throat behind me. I turn, heart in my mouth. Because of course Tyler Adams is standing right there, arms crossed, leaning against the door frame, staring at me with one eyebrow half raised.

‘Gotta go. I’ll call you tomorrow,’ I whisper into the phone and then hang up on Cesca. I cringe as I try to stammer an excuse ‘I … um …’ The eyebrow rises to full mast.

‘I wonder if there’s a universe out there where you came back with a witty retort,’ he says.

I take a few steps backwards to try to put a bit more distance between us. ‘I wonder if there’s a universe out there where you aren’t a—’ But my amazing comeback is caught short as my foot slips from beneath me. Everything slows down, each nanosecond lasting an aeon as I fall to the floor, unable to do anything to alter my fate. And then I’m lying sprawled at his feet, my glass of wine sloshed down the front of my top, turning it humiliatingly see-through, my black lace bra fully on display.

He reaches out a hand to help me up, but the fall has knocked the wind from me and I struggle to string a coherent sentence together. ‘I’m … fine … nothing …’ 

‘Just take my hand, Raven,’ he demands. It makes me bristle. Who does he think he is to dictate to me? ‘I’m trying to help here.’

In the end I let him pull me up. Begrudgingly, mind.

‘See, I told you you needed me,’ he whispers and then turns on his heels and leaves me on the balcony, wine dripping onto the shiny marble, face brilliant red, and something stirring in places that are not meant to stir. 

Not for Tyler Adams anyway. 




Chapter Two

As I’d expected, Cesca finds the whole story about me falling over in front of Tyler Adams hilarious, so much so that she snort-laughs down the phone for almost five minutes when I call her the next morning.

Eventually she pulls herself together sufficiently to speak, but only then to ask a million questions so she can really get the fullest picture of my shame and revel in the story one more time. ‘So exactly what was going to be your brilliant comeback?’

I bite my lip. I mean, yes, I said there was a particularly impressive response on the tip of my tongue but we all know that’s rubbish. ‘I was going to say that I wonder if there’s a universe out there where you aren’t a total twat.’ I groan inwardly. It sounds even worse when I say it out loud.

‘Hmm. Probably better that you fell over and flashed your boobs at him instead.’  Cesca sounds absolutely serious about this, as if she’s undertaken the appropriate level of scientific study into the matter and drawn the only supportable conclusion.

‘I didn’t flash my boobs, just my bra.’ I groan again, but this time I don’t bother to keep it inside. ‘I’ll never be able to look at him again.’

‘Nonsense. You have fabulous boobs and he should consider himself lucky to have seen them.’ 

‘Argh. If only I could transport myself into another universe where this hadn’t happened.’





I decide to work from home for the rest of the day. My company doesn’t really care where we work and at least this way I don’t run the risk of running into anyone who has heard about the tit I made of myself last night. 

The only person who would think it almost as funny as Cesca is Alesha and so I send her a quick message on Teams. 

Keeping a low profile after last night [image: Smile Emoji.]

Last night? she messages back.

The rumour mill is obviously unusually slow this morning; normally news of any kind of embarrassing incident does the rounds before everyone’s finished their first coffees of the day. 

You’ll no doubt hear all the details soon enough I reply.

I decide to work in the living room, using the calming presence of my shelves full of special-edition books in all their dazzling glory to help keep the brainworms at bay. I spend the day in deep thought, trying to make progress on the problem I’ve been puzzling over for so long it’s become like a permanent itch I can’t scratch at the back of my brain, always just a millimetre out of reach. 

Just after five I get another Teams message from Alesha. 

Dying to find out what you did last night …

No one’s talking about it? I reply.

Nada.

Weird. There were plenty of people who saw me, both at the time and for the next half hour as I said my goodbyes covered in wine. 

As evening starts to fall and the heat of the day starts to dissipate, I take myself out onto my balcony, a huge glass of ice-cold Sauvignon Blanc in my hand. I settle down, the notebook full of scribbles about the problem I’ve been working on resting on the table in front of me, the wine glass mere centimetres from my lips, so close I can smell the kiwi hints and feel the chill tickle my nostrils. 

‘Bethany! Bethany!’ The voice comes from the next balcony, my neighbour Jonny and his husband Lawrence waving frantically at me. ‘You should join us!’

‘Oh, I’m … umm … I’m okay, thanks,’ I reply, hoping I sound appropriately chilled even though I can already feel my cheeks burning.

‘But you shouldn’t be drinking alone.’ Lawrence makes it sound like the worst possible thing that could ever happen to a person. A crime against humanity.

‘Honesty, I’m fine.’ I like my own company. I can lose myself in my thoughts for hours. And be perfectly happy about it, thank you very much. 

‘Bethany Raven. You really must join us. We insist.’ Jonny’s smile is broad, his face wide and open. There isn’t even a hint of anything other than an earnest desire to make me happy. I know they mean well. But they just don’t realize the thing that would actually make me happy is to be left alone with my wine and my thoughts. 

‘I have work to do.’ I crumple my face into something suitably apologetic, and motion to my notebook. ‘Sorry! Another time, for sure.’

Lawrence visibly deflates in front of me. Does he buy the lie? Or does he see it as a slight against them? Trying to manage everyone else’s expectations is exhausting. I can feel the pleasure in the moment slipping from my grasp and eventually I head back inside the flat, despite the stifling heat. I should have bought a fan last week. A memo had gone round the office about an impending heatwave; some of the guys from the meteorology team had predicted it could even beat last year’s forty-degree record. 

In the end I open the door to the freezer and sit in front of it, cross-legged on the floor like a child in assembly. And then – unlike a child in assembly – I drink two large glasses of Sauvignon Blanc, leaning my elbows on the notebook so it imprints a strange spiral pattern onto the fleshy part of my thigh.





I wake up in the middle of the night, the ghost of a dream following me into the inky black of my bedroom. I’m falling down a spiral staircase, wine flowing down the steps like a river, carrying me towards Tyler Adams who stands with his arms crossed at the bottom. My mind must be playing tricks on me after the embarrassing incident at the awards ceremony; it definitely happened but for some reason no one else seems to be able to remember. You’d think that would be a good thing, but it leaves me with a general sense of unease, like something is out of place and I can’t understand exactly what.

Just as I start to drift off again, inspiration strikes and the pieces of the jigsaw finally come together to shape themselves into a truth that has eluded me for so long. This is it. I can feel the answer buzzing through my veins, my synapses singing to each other as the answer comes into focus. I grope my hand out from under the duvet, fingers spidering across the bedside table until they find the cool rectangle of my notebook. The light burns onto the back of my cornea as I switch it on and hastily jot down the thoughts still swirling through my brain. Yes. This is definitely it. Fuck. I’ve actually done it. And then I clutch the notebook to my chest as if it’s a long-lost lover. Within seconds I’m fast asleep.





I wake up as the sun hits my face through the gap between the slats of the blind and I curse myself for not closing it properly the night before. Glancing at my Fitbit, I groan loudly. It’s not even six. I’ll never get back to sleep now. I can feel the weekend stretching ahead of me, a great yawning blankness of time. ‘Come on, Bethany,’ I whisper to myself. I know most people relish the weekends, love the lack of demands on their time, the opportunity to do whatever they please. I envy them.

I pull my pillow over my face and try to snuggle down under the covers, squeezing my eyes shut against the glare of the early morning sun. No doubt it will be one of those glorious bright summer days where the whole world is out in their gardens or on their balconies, raising glasses of chilled Pimm’s to their neighbours in a smug gesture of just how wonderful a summer we’re having. Now, I like a cocktail and the sun on my face as much as the next person – honestly, I’m not a total weirdo – I just hate that it comes with an expectation for conversation. Or for criticism. I think back on the awkward conversation with Jonny and Lawrence.

I throw the pillow from my face and sit up. That was it! Sitting in front of the fridge having been chased from my balcony, the spiral pattern had embedded into the flesh of my thigh. Then it had wormed its way into my subconscious and into my dreams in the form of a staircase. I shudder at the memory of the dream, but then I remember the idea it gave me, the idea blooming into a beautiful butterfly of a theory. I’d written it down! I grab my notebook from the bedside table and flip it open.

But the page where last night I wrote down the most important breakthrough of my career is blank. Just sitting there staring at me with its sharp lines ruled onto the page. No spider scrawl. No record of my brilliant idea. Had I dreamt it? No, of course not. I flick through the notebook; perhaps I used another page. But there is nothing, no sign of the theorem. 

I shake my head, reordering my thoughts. I can’t remember it. What was it? The pieces are trailing away from me, ethereal threads floating out of reach, borne by the breeze of my own inadequacy. I can’t believe I didn’t write it down. Idiot! I berate myself, calling myself all the names under the sun until my own shame starts to drown me.

I squeeze my eyes closed to stop the room from swimming. But instead the theorem forms behind my eyelids. Ha! I might not remember the exact train of thought that got me there, but I have a photographic memory and I can see the page of notes I scribbled out in the middle of the night. Or evidently didn’t scribble out. But if I didn’t … well, how can I see them now? My mind’s eye is showing me exactly what I’d calculated last night. I jot it down quickly, determined to embed it back into my subconscious before I forget it again. 

Just as I dot the final sentence, my phone rings, the shrill ringtone bouncing around my small – research positions don’t exactly pay the big bucks – bedroom. It’s Cesca. ‘Get dressed. I’ll be there in ten minutes,’ she barks down the phone.

‘But—’ 

‘Nope, not today, missy. I need your smooth and calm analytical brain. And pancakes.’

‘I don’t have the—’

‘If you’re about to say time, I know that’s a lie.’

‘I was going to say ingredients,’ I reply.

‘Don’t sass me, missy.’ This is something our stepmum would always say, and she sounds so much like her it stops my next protestation in its tracks. ‘We’re going to the Pancake House. Make sure you’re waiting when I drive past. You have six minutes.’

I want to tell her no. But I can’t. And so, somehow, I manage to pee, throw on a pretty sage green sundress, scrape my long dark hair into a bun and wipe yesterday’s mascara off in less than three minutes. It takes me another minute to find my keys and wallet and pack them into a small cross-body bag in the softest brown leather. It was a graduation gift from my father, who has this set of rather stringent commandments about things – one of which being that you should buy quality for the important things in life. Cesca had told him nothing was more essential to a woman than a good casual handbag. Thank God for my sister as otherwise I would have ended up with an expensive screwdriver set or something. 

I have one minute to spare and so I use it wisely; grabbing a can of Diet Coke from the fridge, tipping the cold bubbles down my throat and relishing the slight brain freeze accompanying it. Then I slide my feet into my white Havaianas by the front door—

Hang on. My Havaianas aren’t white. They’re a subtle beige, the same colour as a milky cup of tea. 

I peer down at them. These are most definitely white. A bright brilliant white.

A car horn outside drags me back to reality and I rush down the steps to Cesca’s Corsa. I don’t even say hello. ‘When did I buy white flip-flops?’ I ask my sister.

‘We got them from Westfield last week,’ she says. She doesn’t add the word loser at the end of the sentence, but I can tell she wants to.

‘I bought the beige ones.’ I remember we had a conversation about how the white ones would get grubby too quickly and the beige would be better.

Cesca huffs loudly as she pulls out of my street and joins the barely moving stream of traffic heading towards Tooting. ‘No. You debated their relative merits for almost twenty minutes and then you flipped a coin.’

I can see the coin sailing through the air, hear the slap as Cesca caught it and slammed it against the back of her hand. ‘Heads,’ I whisper. ‘Heads for beige.’

‘Tails. Tails for white.’ She drums her fingers on the steering wheel. ‘Are you all right, Beth?’

‘Yeah, sorry,’ I say. ‘Just a bit tired.’ I offer her a thin smile, even though she’s watching the road.

‘You’ve been working too hard.’

‘Yeah,’ I say, thinking back to the notebook and the theorem scratched into it.




Chapter Three

I don’t tell Cesca about the theorem. Not because I don’t think she’d understand; she has a background in theoretical physics too, even if she now spends most of her time teaching spotty overly privileged man-boys at that stupidly expensive public school. But because … well, I just want to keep it to myself. At least for a short while. It could change everything. The way we think about who we are and the position we play in the universe. There’s something melancholic – maybe even nihilistic – about the theorem too. If it’s true then we are mere specks of dust and nothing really matters. Cesca has spent swathes of her life convincing herself that things do matter and I’m not about to undo over a decade of therapy for a pat on the back about how clever I am for figuring it all out.

Instead I order us pancakes – huge stacks of the things dripping in maple syrup and with a side of crispy American-style bacon, despite Cesca’s protestation she should have fruit with hers to at least pretend to be healthy – and frothy cappuccinos with powdered chocolate in the shape of a house.

‘Why is it a pancake house?’ Cesca asks staring at the chocolate pattern. 

I cock my head to one side so she elaborates.

‘Well, pancake places are always houses. The Pancake House. International House of Pancakes. But why house?’

‘No idea.’ 

‘Crab shack. Burger joint. Pizza parlour. Who thought of all these? Who decided them?’

Cesca has one of the most brilliantly enquiring minds I have ever met, although she burns an inordinate amount of that brain power on questions so inconsequential I have to fake my enthusiasm. Well, I am a good big sister after all. Even though technically there are only eleven months between us. Irish twins, my dad used to say. More efficient than actual twins, no need for duplication, items simply passing from me to Cesca as soon as I outgrew them.

‘Anyway,’ she exclaims, snapping her attention back to me. She clears her throat, something she always does before she asks for a favour – or rather demands one. ‘It’s about Tyler Adams.’ She makes a face.

It’s always about Tyler fucking Adams. Yesterday Alesha sent me a link to an article she’d found about the people who were shaping the future of the world. And yes, of course Tyler Adams had been named. He’s already making a name for himself. Which never happens – getting noticed outside of the scientific community is so rare he may as well be a unicorn. A unicorn with a self-righteous sneer, and far too perfect hair. Oh, and my future colleague if Dean gets his way with those books.

‘Earth to Bethany!’ My sister is waving her hand in front of my face. 

‘What about Tyler Adams?’ I say his name through gritted teeth, although the ‘fucking’ in the middle remains silent for now. I don’t want Cesca to ask too many questions about why I hate him quite so much.

‘He’s launching a new STEM scheme and I want to get involved.’ She sounds so innocent, but I can see the gleam in her eye.

‘No.’ I’m adamant. I will not let my baby sister go anywhere near Tyler fucking Adams.

‘He has funding. A proper budget. I could do something useful.’ 

I know she hates that her job is to get the offspring of rich bastards through their A levels with a high enough grade to justify their places at Oxbridge or the Russell Group universities. She hates that she’s helping to perpetuate a status quo that equates privilege with intelligence, that rewards mediocrity for those who win the class lottery.

‘With his name on the scheme it has a chance to make a difference.’

‘No.’

She breathes out that slow and disapproving breath only a sibling can do. ‘For fuck’s sake, Bethany. Either you tell me exactly what Tyler Adams did for you to hate him so much or I’m applying for this scheme.’

‘It’s nothing.’

‘Oh yeah, of course it’s nothing.’ She stares at me.

‘You’d think the other night would be enough,’ I say, wincing at the memory of rolling around on the floor covered in wine, black lace on display through my top.  

She stares back at me. ‘Just tell me what really happened, okay?’

Cesca and I don’t keep secrets from each other. Or at least, not really. But I never told her what happened between Tyler and me. 

‘Bethany.’ She uses our father’s disappointed voice. But then she softens. ‘What did he do?’ The words are brimming with concern and she leans closer towards me.

‘All right!’ I capitulate. I have to tell her or she’s going to think he did something heinous rather than just humiliating. ‘You remember Nick?’

She reaches out a hand. Nick is my ex-boyfriend. Would have been my fiancée. My husband. Jesus, we might even have had kids by now. If he hadn’t shown just how much of a narcissist he was on the most important day of my professional life. Oh, and then screwed some stranger when I called him out for it. Cesca squeezes my fingers. We don’t speak of Nick out loud. Losing his infamy is the greatest punishment I can give him.

‘Well,’ I continue my story, ‘I was in the bar of the hotel, afterwards.’ I flap my hand a few times to show that I mean after the ceremony. The one where I was awarded my second master’s – an MPhil in physics from actual Cambridge no less – and my arse of a then-boyfriend decided to highjack it with a ham-fisted proposal. I turned him down and then I caught him otherwise engaged with some girl he’d lured to bed with his pity-party bullshit. ‘I was sitting there with a large Scotch in front of me, the very picture of pathetic. And guess who should come in?’

‘Tyler Adams.’ She doesn’t bother to make it sound like a question.

‘Bingo. And he was … charming. And sweet. And kind. And he sat with me and listened to the whole story. Offered me a tissue when I started crying. Bought me some crisps to mop up some of that Scotch.’

‘So, he was … nice?’ Her beautiful face is creased in confusion.

‘Yeah.’ I spread my fingers out on the table in front of me, enjoying the complete absence of a ring on my left hand. Even after six years I’m still glad of my lucky escape. ‘He was nice. And a gentleman …’ I remember the way he had tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear as he bid me goodnight. His eyes on mine. The air heavy with anticipation around us. The softest touch of his lips and then he pulled away, slipping his business card into my handbag sitting open on the bar. 

‘Oh. My. God!’ There is scandal in her voice. ‘Did you sleep with him?’ Her eyes shine at the sheer potential for gossip in it all.

‘No! Of course not. He gave me his card and told me to call him when I was feeling a bit more like myself.’

‘And?’

‘And then the next morning I bumped into him while I was checking out. It was early, I’d wanted to slip out before Nick and the woman woke up and he paraded her through the breakfast buffet. Tyler was carrying a tray of coffees back to the lifts up to the rooms, his name written in fat capitals on the cup he was already sipping from. He looked straight through me. As if we’d never met. As if I was no one. Nothing.’

‘Bastard! Did you call him?’

‘What and ask him why he blanked me? Of course I didn’t. I ripped that card into a thousand tiny pieces, turning his name and his promises to a pile of snow on the table.’

‘And then?’

‘Then what? We haven’t spoken since.’

‘But you see each other at events and conferences and stuff.’ She’s aghast.

‘We ignore each other.’

‘Hmmm.’ She pauses for a few moments. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this story before?’ she asks eventually.

I shrug. ‘To be honest, at the time I was thinking more about Nick than Tyler and then … well, it’s kind of embarrassing. Getting blanked like that.’

‘And so instead you decided to keep it a secret and spend six years nursing that hurt into a ball of hatred?’ She makes it sound ridiculous. 

‘Yes, that is exactly what I did.’





After our pancakes, Cesca suggests we go to the nail salon down the road so – and I quote – ‘someone can sort out my trotters’, which I think is a little rude and my feet aren’t that bad.

‘Really?’

I look down at them. I mean, I will admit they could do with a bit of attention. And I think the white of the Havaianas makes them look even worse, if I’m honest. A slight chill runs up my spine. I’m sure that’s what I was thinking last weekend, why I was relieved the coin had landed on heads for the beige.

Cesca takes my silence for acquiescence and physically drags me to the snappily entitled NAILZ – yes all in caps. And with a Z. We choose varnish colours – bright pink for her and a more muted burgundy for me – and settle back into the oversized chairs.

‘If you really don’t want me to, I won’t look at this STEM thing,’ she says, her words measured. I know she’s manipulating me. I know she’s brought me here so we’re facing the same direction and I can’t look her in the eye. I know she’s waiting for me to tell her that it’s okay, that she has my blessing. And here’s the rub. I can never deny her.

‘Just promise me you’ll stay away from him. He might seem charming but he’s a snake.’

‘Brownie’s honour,’ she replies. 

I take a sly look over to her to check she isn’t crossing her fingers.

Tyler Adams is not getting anywhere near my baby sister.




Chapter Four

In time-honoured fashion, Cesca and I end up going for a glass of wine after the nail salon. 

A glass turns into a bottle. Turns into another. My sister is a terrible influence. 

We have an Aperol spritz because the cute bartender is flabbergasted – God I love that word – that Cesca has never had one. 

There are some noodles from the fantastic Szechuan place. 

A bright purple cocktail, which I believe was Parma violet flavour but I’m not one hundred per cent sure. It was good though. 

Then warm cinnamon pretzels.





I should be hungover when the alarm blasts at six thirty the next morning. I deserve to be hungover. I should have a banging head and a mouth that tastes like a bear did something foul in it.

But I feel fine when I crack an exploratory eye open. I brace myself for the headache that doesn’t come. 

I run my tongue over my teeth. I’m wearing my retainer. I never wear my retainer if I’ve been drinking; it only magnifies the bear issue. 

‘Hey, sis,’ Cesca says as she answers my call. ‘Sorry, in the gym and it’s noisy as hell.’

Music blares in the background. Why is my sister in the gym – something she hasn’t done in at least five years – so early in the morning after we’ve been out?

‘Earth to Bethany?’ she calls.

‘You’re in the gym?’

‘Yeah!’ She’s chirpy. Too chirpy. Who the hell is this person impersonating my sister?

‘At six thirty a.m.’

‘Jesus, Bethany. Don’t you remember me telling you about the health kick? Are you okay?’ She sounds genuinely concerned.

‘Remind me again about this health kick,’ I say and wince in preparation for the response I’m suspecting to receive.

‘You sent me the article, remember? Anyway … No alcohol, no sugar, in the gym early every morning. It’s day ten and I feel fantastic!’

‘Oh.’ It’s a wholly insufficient response and I’m acutely aware of that fact. And the fact I didn’t send that article. I debated it a few weeks ago but decided it felt a bit spammy, like it was trying to sell you something dressed up as quality journalism.  ‘Err … good on you, Cessie,’ I say eventually to fill the growing void of silence.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ Her tone has taken on that concerned quality you use with slightly geriatric aunts who’ve lost too many of their marbles to count how many remain. ‘We talked about this yesterday. Over smoothies at that fabby new place just down from the pub on Oldridge Road.’

‘Yeah, sorry. I’m just tired.’

‘You’re working too hard, Beth. I’m worried about you. Maybe you should take a step back? See if the theorem presents itself when you aren’t looking for it.’

The theorem! 

‘Yeah.’ I agree with Cesca, desperate to get off the phone. 

‘Gotta get back to the treadmill. Call me later, okay? Love you millions.’

‘Love you billions,’ I reply on autopilot.

I swivel in bed to grab my notebook but it isn’t on the bedside table where it lives. Fuck’s sake! Where did I leave it? The living room? I catch sight of my feet as I swing my legs out of bed. 

Bright red nail varnish on my toes.

I went for burgundy. 

I know I went for burgundy. 

I know I went for burgundy and then I know Cesca and I went out for drinks and greasy noodles and even more drinks. I know we did.

The notebook is lying on the coffee table in the living room. Or at least it is a notebook. This one has a vintage cartoon of She-Ra on the cover and ‘for the honour of Grayskull’ printed in large block letters. The notebook has the same vintage cartoon image but ‘for the honour of Grayskull’ is printed in German. The German is a nod to the Bavarian guy I briefly dated last month who thought my love of She-Ra would extend to some bedroom-based cosplay … and that he would dress up as He-Man in return. The look on his pretty – but dumb as shit in a strangely alluring way – face was a picture when I explained She-Ra and He-Man were brother and sister and that was a line I was definitely not going to cross. I told Cesca the story after one too many cocktails and she ordered the notebook immediately, paying an extortionate fee to have it couriered to me next day. She almost passed out laughing when I rang to thank her, the sound of her snorting down the phone is seared into my memories. 

Something coils in the pit of my stomach. A certainty that if I call Cesca and ask her she won’t remember, that she’ll simply say she saw this notebook in Paperchase and thought of how obsessed I was as a kid.

Flicking through the pages, I try to take deep and calming breaths. 

The theorem is not there. 

For a moment I pause, then flick through the pages again. Definitely not there.

And so I start to draw it out once more from memory. This time it’s even easier for me to remember, muscle memory combining with my perfect recall of what it looked like last time.

Have I explained yet about my research? Although ‘research’ may be too elaborate a term. It’s more of a theory – a hypothesis. An idea of something that I think might just have a tiny kernel of truth hidden deep inside. A nugget that will change the way we look at the world.

Oof, that sounds rather self-aggrandizing, doesn’t it? 

Anyway, let’s start with the basics. If the universe is infinite, then there are infinite versions of ourselves. So there’s a version of you who stopped reading a page ago and started reading something else. A version of you half reading this and watching Friends at the same time. A version of you who isn’t home reading on a Friday night because you’re on a date with a hot guy (but don’t worry that this version of you who is reading right now is missing out; he’s a dick).

Every decision you make branches off, creates a new universe in which both occurrences happen. It’s a common theory. But … well, I have an idea of how we could – at least in theory – make contact with our other selves. I understand that the practicalities require a number of obstacles to be overcome before it’s actually something I can test. But the theorem demonstrates the capability and that is a massive breakthrough.

Theorem recreated, I start to catalogue everything in my flat, taking mental notes of every detail.

I’m not very tidy. I never have been. Some people love everything to be neat and to have a place. I like things to be ordered, don’t get me wrong. And I force myself to clean regularly so it isn’t like I live in a pigsty. But I don’t really see the mess; it doesn’t seem to register, like my brain just blocks it out as something unimportant, something irrelevant. 

Nick – as in twat of an ex-boyfriend, Nick – hated the way I always left a trail of detritus in my wake. He almost had a heart attack the first time he saw my flat. I should have taken it for the sign it so very obviously was. Oh, and the fact that he said – bold as brass, not even trying to sugar-coat the misogyny – he’d ‘have to get someone to teach me how to be a proper wife, one day’. I mean, come on now. But why do we only see the red flags so much later?

I cringe at the thought. And the way he had wrinkled his nose at the sight of my home office. It’s covered in this stuff called Magic Whiteboard. And magic it absolutely is; an A1 sheet that sticks to the wall and converts it to a whiteboard. Okay, it isn’t actually magic, it’s static, but even my science brain is sometimes impressed by the sheer ingenuity of people who create products that solve the problems we never even knew we faced. I mean, who knew I wanted my entire office to function like a whiteboard? I didn’t. But I absolutely love that it does. 

‘This is cute,’ he had said eventually, his tone suggesting it was anything but.

‘I’m a visual problem solver,’ I’d replied, waiting for him to look at the equations and the hypotheses and the – probably not very modest but true – sheer genius of my research. 

He didn’t look. ‘It’s good to have interests,’ he’d said, an edge of condescension nibbling at his words. Or at least at the time I thought it was an edge. With hindsight, condescension was dripping from everything he said, every look, every minute raise of an eyebrow as if internally he was rolling his eyes. The sheer audacity of him. To think he was better, superior. To think I would actually tie myself to his mediocrity.

Anyway, I digress. Possibly quite literally. Haha. Sorry, back to the inventory. I open my wardrobe and stare at the chaos within. I know I’m meant to have a summer wardrobe and a winter one and put the wrong season away in those vacuum-sealing bags they constantly bombard my Instagram timeline with adverts for. Every year I buy a batch of them and think about using them, but instead I just push the wrong-season stuff into a bunched-up mess on the right-hand side and space the rest out. The floor of the wardrobe is the same with shoes and bags. 

I’ve never been into fashion. You know that whole ‘mess-blindness’ I mentioned before? It extends to my general appearance too. Some people have this innate understanding of what is ‘cool’ at any moment, can effortlessly choose the right cut of jeans and accessories and colour palette. I do not have this, not in the slightest. I wear a constant rotation of black and blue, with an occasional splash of grey and green for variety, skinny jeans because they don’t need ironing and the only jewellery I ever wear is a silver and diamond tennis bracelet – the surviving relic of my mother who died when I was seven. Dad eventually remarried and our stepmother is a darling, keeping the bracelet until I was eighteen and would appreciate and look after it. 

Inside the wardrobe is a dress I bought on a whim because I thought I should make more of an effort to look a bit more put together at the random investors’ dinners I’m occasionally invited to attend when the company tries to lure in more funding to keep us afloat for another year. I hold my breath as I reach for the zip on the garment bag – it was expensive and I wanted to preserve that sense of luxury by keeping it in the posh packaging I brought it home in. The deep burgundy colour matches my memory. I pull the zip down further and the matte silk fabric pours from the covering like water. It is beautiful. Extravagant. 

And utterly wrong. The V-neck is too deep. I’ll have to wear a very specific bra, which I know will be almost impossible to find in my size. According to the woman who measured me in Marks & Spencer, I have a ‘broad back’ and virtually nowhere stocks a 38A. 

I pull the dress from the hanger, slick in my hands, and hold it against myself. It skims just below my knees. The waist is slightly dropped. I do not feel like a princess as I stare at my reflection in the mirror.

Utterly wrong.

This is not the dress I bought with such uncommon exuberance a few weeks ago. The dress that made me almost hope to be invited somewhere I could wear it.

Wrong.

Wrong.

Wrong.




Chapter Five

I wake up the next morning to find the notebook is in the kitchen. She-Ra has been replaced by He-Man. There is no slogan – in any language – on the cover. The theorem isn’t there, so I copy it out, feeling soothed by the repetition of the numbers.

The dress in the wardrobe is a stretchy heavy jersey in a deep forest green with a full skirt and a halter neck. I actually really like it.

The Havaianas are silver.

My toenails are painted a deep plum. My fingernails are the same.

The face cream on the dressing table isn’t my usual No7 – or whatever is on special offer – in a plastic pot. This is glass, heavy; Beauty Pie in small neat lettering. I peer at my skin in the mirror and wonder if it has made a difference. Are my crow’s feet shallower? The slight discolouration at my temples that gets worse when I get my period does seem less visible. But it could be wishful thinking.



I suppose it’s time to address the elephant in the room. There are two possible explanations for what’s happening to me.

Explanation number one is there’s something seriously wrong with me and I’m misremembering huge and important aspects of my life. Perhaps some kind of psychotic break? Or a brain tumour growing and pressing against the area that controls short-term memory?

Explanation number two is that this isn’t my universe. That I’ve somehow managed to skip from my world into another Bethany’s life.

I don’t know which of these two options scares me more, to be honest. But I’ve always been very good at compartmentalizing my life, dividing things into those problems I can fix and those I have no control over so should just banish from my consciousness before I start to overanalyse them and drive myself insane. 

So, for now at least, I’m just going to continue forward. Eventually I’ll get this all figured out and then I can put it right and it can be some funny story to regale my family with.

‘Oh, remember that time you thought you were living in an alternate universe?’ they’ll tease, in the way only family can, emboldened by unconditional love and acceptance.

‘Haha, you loser.’ That’ll be Cesca.

So, yes. Don’t think I haven’t noticed that this is actually very much Not. All. Right. But we’ll deal with it when we know what it is we’re actually dealing with, so bear with me. 



According to the diary on my phone – which thankfully uses face ID to unlock – I have a ten o’clock meeting at the office. I have no idea with whom. Or what it’s about. It was easy to pretend everything was normal over the weekend. I have a suspicion today is going to be a total nightmare.

There is only decaf coffee in the kitchen. 

I scream quietly
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