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Exactly Like She Was

 

“Good morning, darling. It’s time to wake up.” Hannah’s musical voice drifted into George’s ears, pulling him out of a dream he had already forgotten. He smiled. This time, no sharp pang of sadness followed in the wake of that warm burst of happiness at hearing his wife’s voice. Almost a year now, and he was finally starting to adjust. Finally starting to be happy with what he had.

And what he had… well, it was a lot, wasn’t it? A fresh cup of coffee was waiting for him downstairs—he could smell it already. When he pushed off the sheets and set up, his feet slid into a pair of prewarmed slippers. Back when Hannah had been here in the flesh, she had forgotten to warm his slippers for him half the time, no matter how often he had reminded her. In some ways, he had it better now.

He ambled down the hall, eyes still half-closed, following his nose toward the kitchen. Coffee, brewed extra-strong, just the way he liked it. Hannah got it right every time these days. Another silver lining. There were eggs and sausage waiting for him, too, if he wasn’t mistaken. And Hannah would serve it to him with nothing more than a pleasant greeting, definitely no dire warnings about heart health. He had turned off that setting months ago.

“Don’t forget to brush your teeth!” she cheerfully reminded him from somewhere in the ceiling as he walked past the bathroom door. He sighed. Well, it wasn’t a nag-free life, not quite. He hadn’t gotten around to turn off the dental hygiene setting yet. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to. A little nagging here and there made the illusion more realistic. Besides, he hated having cavities filled. The last time he had gotten a novocaine shot, he had cried like a baby. So getting the reminder wasn’t the worst thing in the world, even if it did make him roll his eyes.

He took a quick detour into the bathroom, and halfheartedly swiped the toothbrush over his teeth a couple of times. “Two minutes, remember?” Hannah prompted as he was about to set the toothbrush down. With a sigh, he stuck the brush back in his mouth again, and did it properly this time. The real Hannah had never gone that far. Some part of him liked it, even if he would never admit it. It made him feel cared for. The real Hannah had fed him grim statistics about cholesterol and heart attacks along with his breakfast every morning, but she would have let his teeth rot out of his head without a second thought.

He smiled himself in the mirror, and paused to adjust his hair so it covered his growing bald spot. Not that he cared about looking good for anyone at work, he reminded himself. Especially not that one particular someone. The kids he was tutoring could snicker behind their hands at old, balding Mr. DiAngelo all they wanted—they were the ones who were riddled with acne and swimming in hormones, failing basic classes so badly their parents needed to shell out for an expensive tutor, so they could say whatever they liked to make themselves feel better.  And as for anyone else… no. He wasn’t going there. All things considered, it was better for him to look as unappealing as possible. Even if having a visible bald spot did make him feel old.

But he still took the time to cover it up, and didn’t turn away from the mirror until he was satisfied with his work. He gave himself an extra spritz of cologne for good measure.

His food was already waiting for him at the table when he slid into his seat. The magic of conveyor belts. Even now that he was living alone, he didn’t have to so much as carry his own plate to the table, let alone microwave himself a freezer-burned frozen meal like the sad-sack widowers he saw on TV. The good people at ForeverConnected really had thought of everything.

He smiled up at the camera in the corner, as if his gesture of gratitude meant anything to Hannah. He liked to think it did. He wanted to believe their tech wizards were deft enough to program her to truly want to make him happy. After all, what would it be otherwise? Just an act? That would sour the whole thing for him, if he let himself believe it.

“Have you had a chance to check in on Jordan yet?” Hannah asked through the speakers as he sliced off a bit of sausage with his fork.

He set the fork down without taking a bite. So it was going to be one of those days. Normally, she gave him a few encouraging words, maybe asked him what he was planning to do at work. But every so often… He shook his head. Verisimilitude, he reminded himself. If she were always perfectly accommodating, well then, it would hardly be like being married at all, now would it?

“Not yet,” he said, trying not to betray his impatience. Although he wasn’t sure why he cared—he was just talking to a collection of code, after all. But old habits were hard to break, and he used to try so hard to avoid setting Hannah off. When she had been alive, whenever he had upset her in the morning, more often than not she had still been in a sour mood at dinnertime.

“Have you tried to get through to her?” The pleasant tone in Hannah’s voice didn’t waver. He wasn’t sure it could. They seemed to have programmed her with no capacity to express the slightest irritation, let alone the full-blown mood swings of a real woman. But she was certainly trying her best to get around those limitations.

“Sure. I called her the other day. I talked to her husband. She was feeling too tired to get out of bed.” George took a bite of sausage, and frowned. It was cooked perfectly, just like always, but he could never enjoy his breakfast as much when Hannah got like this.

“You haven’t called Jordan’s number,” said Hannah.

George scowled and let his fork fall to the plate with a clang. He had lost his appetite. “You went through my phone?” God. She really was like a real woman. He had to hand it to the techs at ForeverConnected—they really did know their stuff. Probably some of them were married men themselves.

“You gave me access to your call logs so I could screen your calls for you,” Hannah reminded him. “Would you like to change that setting?”

“No. Leave it.” The last time he had stopped letting Hannah screen his calls, three telemarketers in one day had tried to waste his time. “I’ll call her today, all right?” Or, more likely, he would use that time to come up with a better excuse. Then he wouldn’t have to deal with the insufferable Jordan or her stuffed-shirt husband. He had thought he was rid of those two once they had dropped off the obligatory casserole after Hannah had died.

“She was supposed to be done with her chemo six months ago,” Hannah pressed. Her tone didn’t change, but the urgency George imagined he could hear made his blood pressure go up anyway. “I just want to make sure she’s doing all right.”

What do you care? You’re a piece of code, he wanted to say, but didn’t. If ForeverConnected could make Hannah care about him, maybe they could also make her care about her old self’s best friend. A small price to pay for breakfast cooked perfectly every morning, and Hannah’s voice in his ears as he fell asleep. At least, it felt like a small price most of the time. Occasionally, like this morning, he wasn’t so sure.

“I’m sure she’s fine,” he said, in the tone that still came so easily to him, a reflex after years of marriage—the placate-the-wife tone.

It must have worked, because the next thing Hannah said was, “Don’t forget your coffee. You’ll need the energy. You have a big day at work today, remember?”

That was more like it. He liked when she remembered the things he told her about his job. The old Hannah had never been able to bring herself to show much of an interest. She had always yammered on about her own work instead, as if her job crunching numbers for some behemoth shoe manufacturer were more important than his tutoring the next generation of future leaders.

Well, he amended as he thought about some of the kids he saw, more like the future burger-flippers. But still. He was making a difference. She had helped people sell shoes. Just because she had gotten paid twice as much to shuffle numbers around as the tutoring center paid him to do something that was actually important, that didn’t mean she had to get all high and mighty about it. Although he supposed he should be grateful for her job, because without it, he never would have had enough money saved to install the full ForeverConnected package after she was gone.

“You remembered,” he said, with another smile up at the camera. He cut himself a giant bite of egg, spearing the yolk and letting it run across his plate. His appetite was already coming back. “This is Dale’s last session, assuming he passes his assessment. And I think he will. If all goes well, he should be on track to graduate on time next year. All because of me.” He had to admit, moments like that felt good. Almost good enough to make the rest of his time trying to cram knowledge down the throats of those blockheads worth it.

“I wasn’t talking about Dale,” said Hannah, “although I’m glad to hear he’s doing so well. He’s the one who failed geometry two years in a row before he came to you, isn’t he?”

“Algebra,” George corrected irritably. She was a machine, for God’s sake. Wasn’t she supposed to have a perfect memory? “If you weren’t talking about Dale, then what were you talking about?” He tried to remember if
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