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Honey catches an old-fashioned Uber to her husband’s funeral.

Very retro. A red Suzuki Swift with an actual human driver behind the wheel. Not a hologram. Nobody liked the holograms. They were ridiculous.

There are two bottles of water in the center console, together with a shiny green tin of spearmint mints. The water bottles are beaded with condensation. The ceiling glitters with starlight and the occasional shooting star.

“It smells so nice in here,” says Honey.

“I mixed it myself,” says the disconcertingly young woman driving the car. “It’s got oak, moss, cedar, and . . . well.” She stops abruptly and presses a finger to her mouth. “Sorry! I know you selected ‘quiet preferred.’”

“Oh,” says Honey. “Did I? That’s no problem.”

Quiet preferred. Does she prefer quiet? Who knows what she prefers? What’s the point of choosing a human driver if they’re not allowed to talk?

She watches for the flashes of glittering blue sea in between the houses as they drive the coastal road toward the city. It’s a beautiful big-blue-sky, leaves-swirling autumn day. The kind of day for a big outdoor wedding. Not a funeral. A programming error.

That was what her husband always said when the weather didn’t suit the occasion. It was a joke, but possibly not because Barney believed it “statistically likely” that advanced versions of the human race were running a simulated multiverse. Gravity was a mechanism that proved his point. She didn’t get the part about gravity, but she wasn’t expected to get it.

It was somewhat interesting when he talked about the multiverse. For example, he’d say that there might be another universe where she was the tech multibillionaire and he was the retired makeup artist. His mouth would twitch at that. She asked if there was a universe where they never met, and he said there wasn’t one. They met in every universe. He was a romantic.

“Barney,” she’d say if he went on for too long about the multiverse, “I can feel my engagement levels dropping.” He liked it when she tried to speak his language, whether it be tech-speak or corporate-speak. He found it cute, as though she were speaking with a charming foreign accent. Obviously she had nothing of actual value to say about his work. His work was too important. That would be like moving to France, without knowledge of its culture, language, history, or geography, and then saying, “I have views on France.” Your views would be considered adorable but irrelevant. Of course Barney espoused views the moment his private jet touched down at any airport in the world, whether he’d visited before or not, but he was an extreme genius. Different rules apply for extreme geniuses.

“You’re actually my first ever passenger,” says the girl. “I’m kind of nervous. Not with my driving! I’m a good driver. My grandfather taught me. My parents think it’s unsafe. They’re always telling me how driverless cars save a million lives every year. But I love driving. I love the control.”

“You’re doing great,” says Honey. “This is great.”

It’s not actually that great. Kind of bumpy.

She should alleviate her driver’s nerves by showing interest in her blossoming young life. Honey can smell the fresh scent of youthful hopes and dreams mingling with the cedar and moss.

She opens her mouth. Closes it again. No. She can’t do it. Quiet preferred.

“I recently got out of a relationship with a controlling boyfriend,” says the driver. “So I’ve become very interested in the idea of control.”

“Oh no,” says Honey. “How long were you together?”

“Two weeks,” says the driver.

“Two weeks?” She must have misheard.

“Yep. The longest two weeks of my life,” says the girl grimly. She slams on the brakes at a traffic light, and Honey’s head bounces against the seat.

“Well, I’m sorry to hear that,” says Honey.

“Thank you,” says the girl. She turns her head slightly and gives Honey a tremulous smile. “I’m doing OK now.”

They turn a corner and the car interior suddenly floods with sunshine. Honey lifts her hands, heavy with stones, and watches the light dance off her jewelry. Barney gave her a Sri Lankan sapphire ring when River was born. He called it a “push” ring. A joke. Obviously she didn’t “push” River out into the world (that was barbaric), but she didn’t use a surrogate, either, because she was traditional and wanted to experience her own pregnancy. Barney thought that was “beautiful.”

Her jewelry could buy her a comfortable small house.

Thoughts like this keep zip-lining across her brain. She knows nothing about Barney’s estate planning, but she won’t be destitute. It’s as though she subconsciously believes she’s about to be deported from her life. Perhaps that’s why she used her old Uber account.

“I have this theory about my ex,” comments the driver.

“What’s that?” asks Honey. What did you learn from your two-week relationship, sweetie?

“I think there’s a reason why he was controlling. It’s because he’d just come out of a long-term AI relationship.”

“Oh, I see,” says Honey, although she doesn’t.

“You know the problem with AI relationships?”

“They’re not real,” says Honey dryly.

“Ha ha, you sound like my mother. Yeah, sure, they’re not ‘real,’ but the problem is they’re programmed to please you. They learn from you, right? So they become whatever you need. They get better and better at keeping you happy, at saying what you want to hear. I mean, don’t get me wrong, that can be great. It’s really soothing! But it’s like being in a relationship with your own reflection. Have you ever been in one?”

“No,” says Honey.

“Why not?” The driver looks back at her, bright and interested, waiting to hear what she has to say next, and Honey experiences a flicker of warmth at the center of her chest like a sip of whiskey on a snowy afternoon. Has it really been that long since somebody has been interested in what she has to say?

“I guess I really like . . . physicality.” She puts the back of her hand to her cheek and thinks of resting her head on Barney’s chest and listening to the thud of his heart after sex. That feeling is still so close and tangible. Last Tuesday was the last time she laid her head on his chest. That’s how close the memory is: It still has a weekday attached to it.

She is still dazzled by the blinding white nuclear shock of the news. Yesterday, she cried for hours, with confusion and shock, but she knows the pain will be far worse when she is no longer protected by her disbelief. She has been through this before, when she lost her parents as a teenager. She knows the circuitous route that grief will take as it makes its way through her body.

“Oh sure, me too, I like physicality too. Real bodies are hot,” says the driver, “but AI relationships are so convenient if you’re traveling or super busy. You just have to be careful, because you can get addicted, right? And if you do it for too long, then when you try to date a human and they disagree with you, you’re like, ‘Whoa! What’s going on here? You must be glitching!’”

Honey laughs. “Yes, I see.”

Barney used to make that joke to her: You’re glitching. He said it when she couldn’t find the right word, or changed her line of thought mid-sentence (he never liked that; she should stick with one line of thought), or if she ever became irritable or sad. He couldn’t stand her to be unhappy. Unhappiness was unnecessary. Forbidden! Ha ha. He wasn’t being controlling. He just meant that there was no need to be unhappy when you had unlimited resources at your disposal.

You can still be occasionally unhappy with unimaginable wealth, Barney.

Did everyone have tiny, quiet, whispery voices like that? Things they could never say out loud? She couldn’t imagine this young driver having a single thought that she didn’t immediately share. Honey used to be like that. She was known as someone who said whatever was on her mind too. “Oh, Honey, I love how you say exactly what you think,” a client once said as Honey shadowed her hooded eyes back to their former youthfulness. But that was when her life was simpler, so her thoughts were simple too.

She says to her driver, “I guess those dating bots should come with warnings.”

“They do!” the young woman assures her, as a driverless car in the next lane gives her a warning toot. “But who really takes notice of warnings, right? Anyway, I think humans should come with warnings! Warning: This guy has a cute smile but may exhibit controlling tendencies.” She sighs. “Actually, I might call him. Give him another chance.”

“What?” Honey sits up straight. “No! Don’t do that! Absolutely not.”

Her voice is too loud, with too much emotion. She didn’t know she was still capable of speaking like that.

The driver stops at a light and looks back at her curiously. “Wow. You feel really seriously about this, hey? Have you been in a bad relationship? Wait. Are you in a bad relationship right now?”

Honey is mortified. She is Barney Beckett’s wife. She signed a watertight NDA promising that she would never say a word about her marriage to any person outside the marriage.

It was Mac who helped with all the paperwork so that Barney didn’t get involved with any of the non-romantic stuff, just like it was Mac’s avatar on her screen, his virtual mouth opening and closing as if it were really him saying the words I’m so sorry, Honey. He should have gone old school for a message like that. Death is old school. Death deserves a real face on your screen, but perhaps it was appropriate because Barney would have done the same. What’s the difference, Honey? It’s my face. It’s my voice. It’s my words. It’s me!

It made sense that Mac told her Barney was dead. He’s been there from the beginning. She met Mac on the same night she met Barney. Mac pointed at Honey. You, yes you, you need to meet my friend. She was flattered when she should have been insulted. Pointing in her face like that, so rude, so sexist, but the kind of girl who balked at that kind of treatment would not have been the kind of girl for Barney.

Mac even came on their honeymoon.

“He did not come on our honeymoon,” Barney would protest. “He was just passing through Paris that one night, and you enjoyed that dinner.” She did enjoy the dinner. A handsome man on either side of her in a bistro, leaning in to light her breadstick. She was pretending to smoke her breadstick because it seemed Parisian, and she was so excited, and they went along with the game, and they both wanted to go to bed with her, although only Barney did, but if he’d asked if Mac could join them that night, she would have said yes because she was so enthralled by Barney, hypnotized by him, she said yes to everything he asked, and she was intoxicated by that sensation of submission, along with the sensation of power, because he was a puppet on her string too. She only had to move a certain way—lean down, look up, bend her head—to make him respond.

She’ll never be so in her body again. Perhaps it’s just the nature of a honeymoon. She feels the clawed fingers of grief coming for her.

She says to the driver, “I just think you should follow your instincts. That’s all. It’s not really any of my business.”

“Oh, but I totally appreciate the advice of an older woman!” says the driver.

It’s funny to hear herself described as an “older woman.” As if she has wisdom to offer anyone.

Honey tips back her head against the car seat. Feels the sun on her face.

“I might just close my eyes if that’s OK.” She puts on her sunglasses.

“Absolutely,” says the young woman. “And help yourself to the water and mints if you like.”

“I will,” says Honey. “Sorry. I’ve got a big day ahead of me.” Stop apologizing. She is no longer a people pleaser.

“It’s just a little coding error,” Barney used to tell her, his hand on her face. Another tech joke. “I will debug you of that, my darling. No more apologizing.” She didn’t get to debug him of any faults because he said his former wives had already pointed out all his faults and he’d rectified them. I’m bug-free, baby, he said. You got the latest version. State of the art. Naked and wet out of the shower, playing air guitar, putting his whole body into it, pelvis tipped, head back, one arm windmilling. So silly so sexy so easy to love. He won first place in an air guitar competition in college, before he dropped out. He was proud of his air guitar skills.

The driver says, “I just have to say, if you’ve got a big day ahead of you, you should know you look amazing.”

Honey smiles without opening her eyes. She knows she looks amazing. “Thank you.”

She’s wearing a cocktail dress with a crystal-embellished neckline and draped sleeves. A messy chignon. Barney’s favorite hairstyle for her. It takes a lot of time to look like you just got out of bed. He won’t get to pull out the pins tonight. Smudgy rock-star eye makeup. Right on the edge of too much. You want to give the idea of a hangover without looking like you truly are hungover. It’s an art. A lost art.

“Are you a model? You actually seem . . . maybe a little familiar?”

Honey opens her eyes and stares at the purple starlit sky above her.

“No,” she says after a moment. “I’m not a model. Not tall enough.”

“Well, but you’re . . . stunning. Sorry! No more talking. I talk too much when I’m nervous.”

“That’s OK,” says Honey. It seems they are talking.

“Do you mind me asking what application you use for your makeup?”

“I do it myself,” says Honey. “I used to be a makeup artist.”

“Oh right,” says the girl. “I guess it takes a really long time?”

“Yes,” says Honey. “But I like it. It’s like you with the driving. I like the control.”

“I get it,” says the girl. She turns her head, and Honey looks at her contouring. It’s fine. Perfectly fine. But there is something flat about AI makeup. No personality. No artistry. She knows exactly how she would shadow and illuminate this girl’s features, but so what? It would take at least an hour, and AI does it in minutes.

“Anyway! Sorry! Please rest!” The girl gives her cheek a little slap. “Quiet, Taylor!”

Honey says, “My mother’s name was Taylor.”

The girl beams. “After that old-timey singer, right?”

“That’s right,” says Honey. She takes off her sunglasses. “What were some examples of this guy’s controlling behavior?”

Taylor considers Honey’s question as she drives. “Well. Here’s an example. He told me that his preferred relationship style was monogamy.”

Honey waits, and when it is clear that Taylor has nothing more to add, she says, “Do you not like monogamy?”

“Oh, no, I love monogamy!” says Taylor. “It’s totally the best of all the relationship styles, but he never asked me what I liked! For all he knew I preferred an open relationship, polyamory, ethical nonmonogamy, whatever! It was just like: This is what I like, so this is what’s happening! So controlling!”

“I see,” says Honey. “Well that’s . . .” She is at a loss.

Her phone vibrates like a rattlesnake. She sees the name Luisa Long and ignores it.

Luisa Long messaged Honey ten minutes after Mac gave her the news of Barney’s death. ​​When you feel ready, Honey, will you please give me a call to arrange a time to discuss the funeral, I’m so very sorry for your loss, we are all devastated.​​

When Honey eventually called, Luisa Long said she would be happy to take into account Honey’s wishes for the funeral, along with the wishes of all the other family members, of course. Honey said she had no preferences. She understood this was not a funeral for an ordinary suburban husband. She would stand and sit where she was told.

Luisa Long didn’t sound devastated, but surely she must be. Back in the famous “garden shed” days when the “Genius Teens,” best friends in high school, started their fledgling business, Luisa Long was the little girl who lived next door to Barney. She used to bring the boys snacks while they worked. She tidied their shed. Eventually she took care of all their administration. She made herself so useful she eventually became indispensable.

Honey was already married to Barney before she fully understood the degree to which Luisa Long managed every aspect of Barney’s and Mac’s lives. She’s rarely referred to as Luisa. Always her full name: Luisa Long. It’s just one of those names.

Luisa Long doesn’t like Honey. Barney always said not to take it personally because Luisa Long doesn’t like anyone. She’s not a people person, although she is a person. Honey had at first been convinced she was a bot, and Barney had laughed and said Luisa’s efficiency was certainly inhuman and that it was funny she should say that because they’d been modeling some new productivity-based technology—but then he’d been distracted by Honey’s cleavage.

He said Honey’s cleavage was one of the natural wonders of the world. It is natural. Once she’d been feeding the baby and watching garbage on her tablet, and she’d seen footage of an aesthetic engineer analyzing photos of celebrities and been amazed to see her own face pop up on the screen. The aesthetic engineer had reeled off all the “work” he could tell she’d had done. He spoke with such confidence and authority about Honey Beckett’s “breast augmentation” that Honey had almost begun to doubt herself. The whole segment felt more truthful than the truth. She’d looked down at her baby, suckling on her purple-veined, swollen breast.

“I’m pretty sure I never augmented,” she said.

River spat out her nipple, turned his head to look at her, milk trickling all over rosy cheeks. He gave her a stern look. He never smiled when he was feeding. It was serious business.

“Sorry,” she’d said.

She’d left River at the beach house with the nanny. He is no longer breastfeeding, but he’s only a toddler, too young for a funeral like this. Barney’s mother had messaged Honey to ask if River could salute his daddy’s casket like John F. Kennedy Jr. had done when the president was assassinated. It would make an iconic image. Honey would just need to ensure River was dressed appropriately. Honey ignored the message, the way her mother-in-law had ignored her for the last ten years.

Honey had told Luisa Long she would make her own way to the funeral, but Luisa Long had taken no notice; presumably she thought Honey was crazed with grief or had suffered temporary amnesia. It was a throwback to the early days when Honey didn’t understand the machinations of her new world and kept saying she would “make her own way” somewhere, not realizing that cars, planes, helicopters, and superyachts would funnel her from destination to destination like a bubble-wrapped fragile gift.

Last night a message had come through from Luisa Long: ​​I understand you are at the beach house. Your car will be there at nine.​​

“Have you had me chipped?” Honey once asked Barney.

There was a lot of talk in the media about coercive chipping.

“Do you want to be chipped?” he asked.

“No, thank you,” she said.

“That’s my old-fashioned girl.” He grinned.

He was chipped, of course, as were all his employees. It was a job requirement. You couldn’t work for a tech company and be afraid of basic tech. River was chipped. Only conspiracy theorists didn’t chip their children. It was about safety.

Honey picks up one of the water bottles and chugs it back, thirstily, as if she’s done a workout.

Taylor gives her a little pleased smile in the rearview mirror. “Enjoy!”

“Thank you.” Honey wipes her mouth.

“There’s a lot of traffic,” says Taylor. “There’s some big event. I’m going to try to get you as close as I can to your destination but . . . I don’t know.”

“Thank you,” says Honey. “It doesn’t matter. If I’m late, I’m late.”

“I think it might be the funeral for that big tech guy who died.”

“Yes,” says Honey. “That’s where I’m going.”

“Really?” Honey sees the exact moment Taylor’s brain circuits make the appropriate connection. “Wait. You’re not . . . you are! You’re Honey Beckett?”

It’s always been like this. She has the kind of celebrity where people can’t name her unless they hear Barney’s name first. Without him she does not exist.

When she hears “Honey Beckett” she doesn’t think of herself. She thinks of her public persona and all the words that have described her: Barney’s latest acquisition! The former makeup artist who stole the heart of a multibillionaire! Barney’s New Babe Flaunts Her Curves in Saint-Tropez. It’s kid number seven for the tech genius and his latest wife!

She only read the comments once. The vitriol burned like hot oil.

“But . . . it’s your husband’s funeral? Your husband is Barney Beckett?”

“Yes,” says Honey.

People have widely different responses to her husband’s name. His company has both wiped out entire industries and saved millions of lives through cutting-edge medical technologies. He’s inspirational. He’s abhorrent. He and Mac have too much power, too much money, and too much influence. He and Mac are geniuses changing the world for the better.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” says Taylor. She twists around in her seat to look at Honey.

“Thank you,” says Honey. “I think I’m still . . . in shock.”

“Well of course you are!”

But Honey registers a dip in her sincerity. She is probably thinking that if you marry a man more than thirty years older than you, then you should reasonably expect to one day be attending his funeral.

“He only just had his sixtieth birthday,” says Honey.

“So young,” agrees Taylor. She is overdoing it.

“He was in perfect health,” says Honey. She wants to tell the girl that sixty might have been Barney’s chronological age, but his latest epigenetic clock test gave him a biological age of thirty-two! Only four years older than Honey. He was aiming for a biological age that matched her chronological age. He nearly got there.

“I read that profile of him just recently. The one with the picture of him on the trampoline?”

Barney had been pleased with the profile. She remembers the opening paragraph.

Barney’s personal and professional interest in exploring the new frontiers of longevity science and technology is paying personal dividends. He has the physique of a man half his age. When I arrived for our interview, I found Barney on a trampoline, wearing snow skis, practicing jumps in anticipation of his upcoming ski trip to an exclusive French ski resort. The expression on his face? Pure joy. This is a man who loves his life, and according to him, he’s “only just begun!”

Barney and Mac were obsessed with hacking death. They took advantage of all the latest cutting-edge cellular rejuvenation techniques. They rigorously monitored their bodies: daily blood tests, weekly scans, ECGs, body composition analysis. Mac restricted his diet, but Barney never did. He was interested in the philosophy of longevity without sacrifice. He was a hedonist and foodie. He wanted to live forever while still eating and drinking the best the world had to offer.

“It was a heart attack, right?” says Taylor. “Because of all the cold therapies?” She shivers extravagantly. “I don’t like the cold.” Everyone knows that Barney liked to take meetings in his cryotherapy machine, and younger staff members came out of meetings hypothermic, brushing away frozen teardrops.

“It was a pulmonary embolism,” says Honey. “It wasn’t caused by the cold therapies. Not like people are saying. That had nothing to do with it.”

Barney died in an ice bath in Spain. It was a private home in the Guadalest Valley. Barney and Mac were there for an important meeting with a money guy. Or maybe it was a tech guy, or a science guy. They were working on something “huge,” “radical,” “life-changing,” but those were the words always used to describe each new “innovation.”

“Do you think it was the stress?” Honey had asked Mac. “About that new project?”

He said no, he didn’t think it was that, but he sounded extremely stressed.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know how close I can get you to the cathedral. The road is barricaded.” Taylor glances over her shoulder at Honey’s shoes: simple, classic Prada black pumps.

“How far can you walk in those?”

“A long way.”

Honey looks out the window of the car. Her Uber is caught in a snarl of traffic. She can hear horns tooting. A helicopter overhead. A police siren. The by now familiar sounds of a planned protest.

Honey takes her phone out of her bag and reads the most recent message from Luisa Long:

Tell your driver to stop at the barricade at the end of College Street.

Of course Luisa Long has been tracking her journey this whole time.

“Oh . . . I see, wow,” says Taylor as they approach the barricade and it is magically moved aside and a police officer waves her through.

Another car follows behind and pulls up beside them. A man with an earpiece jumps out and comes to her car door. Honey hasn’t “made her own way” here at all. She’s been followed by her private security detail. “You won’t even know they’re there,” Barney always said.

“Take the mints! My condolences!” cries Taylor as the man with the earpiece opens the door.

“Thank you,” says Honey. She’s about to be photographed. Knees together. Swivel the hips. Dip the head.

“If you get a chance to rate—”

But the door is slammed behind her and the Uber is being waved on and away, gone forever, and Honey weirdly misses her. Taylor will tell people I drove Honey Beckett to Barney’s funeral. Honey will have to remember to tip her or she might appear in an article about augmented celebrities who don’t tip.

The cameras flash, but the photographers stand respectfully behind a barrier manned by police officers and don’t shout her name. As she turns to give them a good shot, Luisa Long materializes in a black sleeveless dress, cold eyes behind rimless glasses, arm circling but not touching Honey, shepherding her along. “This way. You’re in the front row next to his mother.”

Soft words flutter around her like moth wings as Luisa Long escorts her up the stairs.

“Honey, I’m so sorry.”

“What a shock.”

“A remarkable man.”

“Extraordinary.”

“A visionary.”

“A genius.”

“River not saluting the casket, then?”

Honey stops.

It’s Barney’s first wife, Rita. She’s wearing a floral black smock and flat shoes. She’s the same age Honey’s mother would be if she were alive. Some people say Rita helped Barney and Mac develop their first groundbreaking software, but if it’s true, she never did anything else with her career. She brought up his three children, never remarried, and lives a quiet life doing behind-the-scenes philanthropic work with her divorce settlement.

Barney described her as “a stridently good person.”

“I didn’t bring him,” says Honey. She meets Rita’s eyes. Her face is stridently naked. Eyes red and watery like a mouse’s eyes. She doesn’t wear makeup. Honey could do so much with that blank canvas.

“Good decision. None of the littler grandchildren are here,” says Rita. “Although they all adored the old bastard.” A crack of grief.

They look at each other for a moment, and Luisa Long coughs.

“We should sit together,” says Honey.

Rita raises sparse eyebrows. “First and last wives together?”

“Why not all four wives together?”

“You know Svetlana and Meredith hate each other,” says Rita, but she’s smiling.

“Please follow the seating plan,” says Luisa Long. “Please . . .” She clears her throat and repeats herself. “Please just follow the seating plan.”

“I think Barney would like it,” says Honey. “To see us all together. Celebrating his life. We’re the mothers of his children.”

“No, he wouldn’t,” says Luisa Long.

“Well, I’d like it,” says Honey.
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Honey sits with Barney’s three ex-wives in the front row on the left-hand side of the Gothic sandstone cathedral, awaiting the commencement of his funeral service. Guests are still arriving, but the pews behind them are already crammed with corporate leaders, government ministers, public servants, tech gurus, breakfast-show hosts, celebrities, and employees. People speak in low voices. A string quartet plays. It feels like a subdued cocktail party.

The guest of honor is at the front, under lights, in a dark rich mahogany coffin with gold inlays and an intricately carved decorative cornice of the Last Supper. It’s draped in a mound of white roses and lilies.

Barney’s elderly mother, festooned in rubies, sits like an angry Christmas tree across the aisle from them.

“Why are you girls making a spectacle of yourselves like this?” she hissed when she saw what they were doing. “This is a Catholic ceremony!”

“Would we call Barney a devout Catholic?” asked Meredith. Barney’s second wife: sharp-edged silk pantsuit, pearls, and attitude. The marriage produced twin boys and ended when Barney had an affair with Svetlana. Meredith is now a senior government adviser on AI ethics.

“We certainly would, Meredith!” snapped his mother.

“Meredith turned into an angry feminist after our divorce,” Barney had said. “Obviously I wronged her and I feel bad about that, but her so-called ethics didn’t stop her taking the Paris apartment, for fuck’s sake.”

(He got another Paris apartment with a better view, but it was the principle.)

Honey apparently “misinterpreted” these early comments about Meredith. She thought that when he said he’d wronged Meredith, that meant he wouldn’t do the same to Honey.

“I believe in emotional monogamy,” Barney explained, calm and only a little condescending, as if this was just another rule of this kind of rarefied life that she needed to master, like tilting and slurping oysters, like holding your wineglass by the stem, lightly, in your left hand so your right is free to shake hands. Like not asking “Which is my seat?” on boarding the private jet, cute the first time, disingenuous the second time.

She’d thought the infidelity she’d discovered meant their marriage was over, but he explained that of course the marriage wasn’t over! Was she crazy? He was keeping her forever. Forever and ever. The relief had flooded her body like the IV infusion therapy they always did the morning after a big night out, and she cried and cried. She was pregnant at the time, so hormonal.

“Sweetie, I lead a complicated life,” he’d explained. “I need distraction. The other women are for medicinal purposes only.”

Perhaps there was a kind of masochistic pleasure in her pain. This is how much I love this man. It was the price she had to pay for the vast canyons of money she hadn’t earned. Sometimes she tried to understand why she wasn’t enough. She imagined slipping on Barney’s body like a costume—the famous face haggard with genius, the big buzzing brain, and she saw herself through the eyeholes of her Barney-head: Beautiful but pathetic. Stunning but boring.

She wonders now what her Uber driver would have made of her situation. Would Taylor describe Barney as “controlling”? But Barney was Barney. He controlled the markets! Different rules.

Well. None of it matters now. This is his funeral.

“Honey?” It’s Barney’s third wife, seated next to her. She wears gloves and a veiled black hat that seems to be the size of a bicycle wheel. Honey has to keep swerving her head to avoid it. Svetlana has bright red lips and I don’t give a fuck wrinkles.

“Mad as a cut snake,” Barney always said. It was his shortest marriage and most expensive. It produced a stunning daughter who is already walking the catwalk at fourteen. Svetlana ignores the nondisclosure agreements and does interviews whenever she feels like it. She said Barney cheated and lied and manipulated. She said he was a terrible father and a wonderful lover. Barney was delighted.

It was literally on the public record that Barney was a cheat and still Honey had thought she was somehow special.

Svetlana pulls down the side of her hat so she can lean closer to Honey. “Who is that man talking to Luisa Long and Mac right now?” She points discreetly with her gloved hand.

Honey turns to look. An attractive olive-skinned man, in his late twenties or maybe early thirties, is standing at the side of the cathedral near their pew. He’s in deep conversation with Mac and Luisa Long. He’s right beneath a stained glass window, so he’s dappled with a kind of heavenly light. A dimple dents his stubbled cheek, and as he talks he runs his hands through his dark, thick hair. He feels like a deeply familiar stranger.

Honey turns back around to the front.

“An actor?” she suggests to Svetlana. Sometimes when Barney works late, she watches drama series and falls deeply in love with leading men. Those relationships feel so real! Perhaps she’d imagined herself dating him as he strode about some fictional world. That would explain the familiarity.

“He’s handsome,” comments Svetlana. “Spanish, I believe.”

Meredith leans forward. “Who is he?”

“A love child coming out of the woodwork?” Svetlana gives Meredith a sparkly, sidelong look. “Didn’t Barney spend a lot of time in Spain when he was married to you, Meredith?”

“Too old,” says Meredith. “It would have been during Rita’s time.”

Now Rita turns to look. “I’ve never seen him before.”

“The child of a housekeeper perhaps?” suggests Svetlana.

Rita lifts one shoulder. “It’s not impossible.” She continues studying the man. “They’re arguing.”

“I think he’s a blackmailer,” says Svetlana. “Luisa Long looks nervous.”

“If so, she and Mac will make a deal,” says Meredith. “They’ll protect Barney’s image at all costs.”

Honey turns to look again, and this time the man catches her eye.

He makes a quick gesture with his hand. It’s like he’s playing the chords of an invisible guitar. What the hell? That seems inappropriately cheerful for a funeral.

She turns back around to see the archbishop ponderously approach the pulpit. His ornate robes glow in the candlelight.
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Honey doesn’t see the stranger again until hours later when people are beginning to leave the reception. She is exhausted. Her feet hurt. The event was exquisitely catered in a beautiful reception room at the city’s best hotel, and all has gone as Luisa Long planned, of course.

The more people drank, the more they had talked at Honey, their sour breath in her face, as they explained her husband’s genius, as if that would somehow console her for his death.

She is momentarily alone, sliding one foot in and out of her shoe, when the man approaches with a glass of champagne. He holds it out to her. “You look thirsty.”

“Are you a journalist?” asks Honey. She is thirsty. She drinks the champagne like water.

She’s had journalists do this before. Behave as if they are old friends. Charm you into revealing secrets they can publish. The man looks too wealthy to be a journalist. He’s wearing a well-cut gray suit with a white open-necked shirt.

“No.” He smiles. It’s a ravishing smile. She’s mildly intrigued by his identity but immune to his charms.

“An actor?”

“No.”

She is annoyed by the subterfuge. “Well, if you’ll excuse me—”

“You didn’t cry,” he says. “I watched you at the funeral and you never cried.”

Definitely a journalist.

She folds her lips tight. He will not get a single quote from her.

“I’m not a journalist,” he says. “It’s me. Honey, it’s me.”

“I don’t know you,” she says, but there is something so familiar about the cadence of his voice and the way he is looking at her, and she can feel her heart beating rapidly and she is overwhelmed by a desire to get out of there and home to her baby.

“Why didn’t you bring River?” He takes hold of her arm.

“Don’t touch me,” she says sharply.

“You did it, didn’t you?” It’s Rita. Barney’s first wife unpeels the man’s fingers from Honey’s arm and contemptuously tosses his hand away.

“Rita,” he says. He smiles broadly. “You look tired.”

“Oh, fuck off,” says Rita. Arms folded.

“How did you work it out?” asks the man.

“The smirk, the swagger, the way you eat with your little finger out because you think it’s sophisticated, the look on Mac’s face when I asked him who you were.”

“You know each other?” asks Honey.

“She’s my first wife,” says the man. “The OG.”

“Honey, it’s him,” says Rita at the same time.

[image: ]

Honey’s head spins. Champagne on an empty stomach. “It’s who?”

“It’s Barney! He did it. He hacked death. Behold Barney Beckett enjoying his own funeral.” Rita gestures impatiently. “Getting a kick out of seeing his children grieve.”

“I don’t understand what you’re saying,” says Honey, except part of her does. She just needs her brain to catch up.

“Mind uploading, electronic transcendence, whatever you want to call it,” says Rita. “Barney and Mac always believed they could do it. The next frontier. Congratulations, I guess.”

Honey looks at the man. Brown eyes instead of blue. No scatter of freckles beneath the eyes. But yes, there is something about the way he holds himself. The lift of his jaw.

“Barney?” Her hand moves toward him without her permission, and then she snatches it back. “It’s a joke. A trick. I don’t believe you.”

He speaks confidently, quickly. “Our first kiss was underwater. We think River was conceived that morning in Rome. You’re only ticklish behind your left knee. You hate the smell of lavender. Your cleavage is one of the natural wonders of the world. River preferred to feed from your left breast. I like them both.”

It’s not so much the things he has right but the things he has wrong. He’s made that first kiss mistake before.

“Our first kiss was on a mountaintop in Japan, you idiot. You first kissed Meredith underwater when you were snorkeling in the Seychelles.”

He slaps his forehead. “I know that! You had snowflakes in your hair!”

Rita snorts.

“Barney’s body was in that casket?” says Honey slowly.

“My old body, baby,” says the man.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were doing this?” she asks.

“We can’t risk going public too early,” says the man. “Luisa Long and Mac didn’t even want me to come today.” His eyes scan the room. “They don’t want me talking to you, but I couldn’t resist.”

“So where’s his consciousness?” asks Rita. She gestures up and down. “Whoever this is?”

“It’s saved in the cloud.” The man strokes Honey’s hand. If she closed her eyes, she’d think it was Barney.

“Well then, that’s murder,” says Rita. “That’s effectively murder.”

“Oh, Rita, you’ve got a great intellect, but you’ve always been held back by your reductive thinking.” The man pats Rita on the shoulder and she shrugs him away. “We’ll transfer his consciousness into a humanoid robot at some point. We just haven’t quite got there yet.”

He smiles. His teeth are white and strong. He puts his hand, firm and insistent, on Honey’s lower back. It’s Barney’s move when he wants sex. “I’m younger than you now,” he whispers in Honey’s ear.

She tastes bile. Her empty stomach churns.

“Barney, we’ve got a problem.” It’s Luisa Long, pulling the man’s sleeve.

“Not now, Luisa.” He flicks her away. “I trust these two. Don’t worry about it. It’s fine.”

“He’s wanted for a homicide in Spain.” Luisa Long is talking faster than Honey has ever heard her speak. Her hands flutter. Her face contorts. She’s so glitchy! “I’m so sorry. They’re going to extradite him. You. Him.”

His face becomes thunderous. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“We did all the checks, Barney, I promise you.”

Heavy footsteps behind them. The feeling of an icy breeze through the room.

“Santiago Rodriguez?” A dark-suited woman. She has the mildly bored tone that comes with unassailable authority, and she’s accompanied by a small entourage of blank-faced police officers. Bulletproof vests, face shields, and guns in holsters.

“You’ve got the wrong guy,” says the man who is Barney, who is not Barney. He holds up his hands, smiling broadly. “Whatever this Santiago has done, it wasn’t me. Tell them, Honey. You tell them who I am.”

The detective turns to Honey. “You know him?”

Honey freezes.

“My cleavage was once one of the natural wonders of the world too,” murmurs Rita.

Honey meets the handsome man’s eyes and sees Barney begging for the loyalty he refused her.

Rita’s voice again: “Did he tell you the other women were for medicinal purposes only?”

Honey thinks of how she learned to please Barney, to become what he needed her to be, to say what he needed her to say, and how she allowed her personality to be incrementally ironed out of all its kinks. She thinks of the mornings she woke with her hands in clenched fists, her head aching with the remnants of half-remembered dreams that mostly involved her shouting at shadowy figures. Repressed fury is not good for sleep.

“Honey,” says the man.

It’s not like it matters. They won’t believe her if she says This is my husband in another man’s body. They won’t drop the murder charge. But it matters to her, and it seems to matter to him.

“I don’t know this man,” Honey tells the detective. She can feel power rushing through her body. She is surging back to life. “I’ve never met him.”

The man who is now Barney studies her. He tilts his handsome new head regretfully, and she sees the briefest flare of pain and betrayal, but then it’s gone, and he is turning to the detective, expansive and hearty. “Look. This is going to sound strange, but I’m Barney Beckett.”

“Sure you are, Santiago,” says the detective. “Let’s go.”

“Mac?” calls Barney over his shoulder, calm but irritable, as his hands are cuffed. “Where’s Mac? We need to get this sorted out.”

But Mac is nowhere to be seen, even though Honey is sure she saw him just moments earlier. Two police officers stand on either side of Barney, grip his stolen biceps, and lead him away smoothly and efficiently, as though he’s on wheels. A murderer about to be charged with the wrong murder.

Honey finds herself once again with the three ex-wives.

“Faithful to the end,” says Meredith. She’s smoking an e-cigarette and looks disheveled and mildly exhilarated, as if she’s spent the night dancing.

Svetlana, who has removed her giant hat and reapplied her lipstick, says, “The only one who will never leave him.”

For a confused moment Honey thinks they are talking about her, but then she sees they are looking past her at Luisa Long, who is hurrying behind the police, pulling on one arm of her coat while talking urgently on her phone.

“Those boys would never have achieved anything without her,” says Rita. She holds out her glass to a passing waiter. “Oh, yes, please, just a little top-up.”

Luisa Long abruptly stops at the exit as if sensing their scrutiny. She looks back at them, her phone by her side. Honey wonders how that endlessly diligent woman will fix an error of this magnitude. Surely it won’t be possible. It’s a catastrophic error.

She thinks: But Luisa Long checks every detail.

She turns in time to see Rita’s eyes widen with the same revelation. She hears Meredith’s inhalation and feels Svetlana’s sudden clutch of her arm.

“Mac told me he’s been asked to step aside,” says Meredith. “‘Irregularities’ have come to light.”

Honey says, “So do we think Luisa Long is—”

Svetlana sighs with pleasure. “Taking over the whole damned—”

“Yes,” says Rita. “Yes.”

Together, as one, the wives lift their glasses high. Luisa nods. Just once. Then she’s gone.
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