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      The ellipsis spins and spins. I watch it, thinking the only thing I can in that moment: Not him. Not possible.

      In the middle of the night, a Facebook message pops up, out of the blue, from my good friend Benji Vaughan.

      Under ordinary circumstances, it would've been fine. People message me all hours of the day and night. Since I work rotating shifts, sometimes I'm even awake in the middle of the night, like I am now.

      The problem is, Benji's been dead for over a year.

      He committed suicide by hanging himself from a tree, of all things. I'm not sure if it was meant to be poetic or just the easiest, most palatable choice at the time. But it stuck with me, that in an era where any number of options are available for someone to end their life, he'd settled on one of the oldest forms of suicide in history.

      The last time I spoke to him, over Messenger, we'd been in the middle of a conversation about some new video game. He'd been drinking a lot at the time. Aside from the drinking, which wasn't much different from how I remembered him in college, it seemed like he'd had it all.

      He'd said he was psyched to play the new game in a series he enjoyed, something called Android Apocalypse, but he doubted he'd have time while juggling taking care of a six-year-old and an eight-year-old and starting a new business. I got caught up in something work-related and forgot we'd been chatting. Forgot to reply.

      A few days later I got a message from one of our mutual friends saying Benji was dead.

      His sons left without a father. His wife left to raise the boys on her own.

      Benji was dead, and I'd ignored him.

      It floored me.

      What if my lack of response was what set him off? What if he'd been working up to revealing the pain he kept hidden from his family, from those closest to him? What if he'd been looking for my help?

      What if I could've saved his life?

      I stared at his online memorial for hours after I heard the news. Wondering why he'd done it. Why he hadn't reached out to someone—anyone. Gotten help.

      Sometimes I found myself waking up in the middle of sleep, not sure why, and getting up to sit down in front of the laptop to stare at his last-posted profile photo on Facebook.

      His smile looked forced, didn't reach his eyes. It was the smile of someone pretending.

      But how long had he been faking it?

      For months I was in a funk. Drinking too often and too much. Beating myself up over it. The friends we had in common said I was being too hard on myself.

      I never told them I'd ignored him. I couldn't bring myself to. If they'd known, they would've agreed I wasn't being hard enough.

      And now this.

      The message on my screen, just four simple words:

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you still there…?

      

      

      

      

      

      Yes. I'm still here, Benji. But how are you?

      Some kind of glitch, I think. What else could it be?

      I run through all the potential options. Some bot took over his profile. Or one of his kids, messing around? His wife? I didn't think Ashley would do something like that. We hadn't talked at all in ages, and never online, only ever in person, at some event or another. And it was supremely unlikely she'd use her dead husband's profile to contact me.

      It had to be someone messing around. A scammer, most likely, since his kids weren't old enough to play games like this.

      That, plus the fact it's the middle of the night.

      The realization makes me angry. A scammer impersonating not just a friend, but a friend who'd been dead for a year. A friend who'd killed himself. That was too much, even for those lowlife scumbags.

      As my typing fills the chat window, the ellipsis finally stops spinning.

      This account belongs to my friend, I type.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wheover you are I'm going to make you sorry for messing around like this. I could hack you into oblivion if I want. Reporting and blocking you.

      

      

      

      

      

      A message popped up as I move the mouse to click “Report message.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Please don't do that, Si.

      

      

      

      

      

      I jolt. Either the scammer had scrolled way back through the chat to find the one or two instances when Benji not only used my name but called me Si—short for Simon, what he'd always called me in school—or…

      Or…

      But no.

      That's preposterous. It's not possible.

      Who is this? I type.

      
        
          
            
              
        It's me. Benji.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No. Who is this? Who is it really?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I told you, it's Benji. Who else would it be?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        That's not possible.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why not?

      

      

      

      

      

      I hesitate. What if this isn't a trick? I read something about a company that was using AI to comb through the chat histories of dead Facebook users and recreate their personalities to "comfort loved ones," according the designers. They called it a so-called "digital resurrection."

      What if Ashley paid for something like that? What if it really is Benji—not the real Benji, because he's dead—but an AI simulation of Benji who thinks it's real?

      Why is it not possible? the Benji-AI asks.

      I change tack. Not to accuse. I don't want to make the AI angry or bewildered, if it is an AI. Just to gently question.

      
        
          
            
              
        If this Benji, tell me something only you would remember. A memory of you and me from college we never told anyone else.

      

      

      

      

      

      The ellipses spin.

      I get up from the computer and go to the fridge. The screen says I'm getting low on almond milk and the fancy cheese I brought home last week is about to spoil. I'm lactose intolerant but I'll risk it for a good cheese.

      I grab a can of Coke. Even though it's four in the morning, I'm in the middle of my shift. I've been working from home a lot lately, particularly on overnights, doing IT for a major company whose name I legally can't disclose.

      Right now, I've got two computers set up side-by-side. My work laptop, which is connected to two large monitors, and my personal laptop, which—up until about ten minutes ago—I'd been using to catch up on the final season of Squid Game.

      And then Benji's message popped up.

      I sit back down, pop open the top and have a good guzzle of Coke. The ice-cold fizz jolts me awake before the caffeine hits my system.

      Benji's still typing. Or "typing," in quotations. Because it's not really Benji. It's just some vaguely intelligent AI, posing as Benji or unaware that it isn't Benji.

      The message appears.

      I take another swig and read:

      
        
          
            
              
        Second year. We were at the club. You were my wing-man. I was wearing that horrible silver shirt you let me borrow, remember that?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I thought I looked fly as hell but the drunker I got the sloppier that shirt looked. Beer stains, puke stains, a cigarette burn on the lapel.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I put that shirt through it all that night. Wherever it is now, a thrift shop, some moth-ridden closet, or rotting in some landfill, it probably still has flashbacks from that night.

      

      

      

      

      

      The comment surprises a laugh out of me. It's pure Benji. The guy was a whiz with wordplay. In college, he wanted to be a rapper. He was pretty good too. But it was just another of our failed dreams.

      Me, I wanted to be a video game designer.

      Now here I am talking to a fake person in the middle of the night, waiting on someone to call or email telling me they can't log on to their computer because their password expired or they accidentally opened a spam email and now I've got to make sure none of the company's data has been compromised.

      But usually I'm just sitting around, filling time.

      Another message appears:

      
        
          
            
              
        The whole night I'm going back and forth from the dance floor, getting sloppier and sloppier.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Meanwhile you're at the bar trying to deflect the attention of this girl you're not really into.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Not that you weren’t attracted to her. She's a knockout. Way out of our league.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But you were just in a new relationship, and your girlfriend was out of town for the weekend, at her folks' place.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We went out to the bar because I was still single. Like three or maybe four months since me and Caroline split up.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You said we had to find someone for me. We used to be such dicks lol

      

      

      

      

      

      This is true. We were dicks. One of us still is.

      I also note the use of the term "lol." Atypical of AI, but very typical for Benji.

      Another message:

      
        
          
            
              
        I was peacocking in that shirt. Dancing like a clown. Hitting on anything in a skirt. Spilling beers. Puked and got
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